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Chapter One
 
The front door to Unique Ink swung open and Roxie Latimer turned to greet her visitor. The last few weeks had been turbulent, to say the least. Still, she hoped the stress didn’t show. Rather than a customer, however, Jett, one of her employees, ambled into the tattoo shop. She released her pent-up breath and let the forced smile fade.
“Hey.” He added his characteristic chin lift to the greeting and Roxie tried to relax.
“Tess needed some time off, so you’re stuck with me today.” Tess and Jett were technically her employees, but they had all been friends long before Roxie’s appearance on a national tattoo competition show allowed her to open Unique Ink. Even though she’d come in second, name recognition and industry buzz convinced a venture capitalist to invest in the endeavor. And Roxie had worked tirelessly to make her dream reality.
“Such a sacrifice.” Jett blew her a kiss. “I only have two appointments, so I should be able to handle the walk-ins. What’s your schedule like?” Jett was always ready to roll with the changes, though his laid-back attitude and kind heart were a sharp contrast to his appearance. His ink-black hair had been styled with asymmetrical flare, slashing across his forehead and frequently blocking one eye. Not surprisingly, colorful tattoos covered much of his body, even creeping up one side of his face. The subtle facial design drew attention to his expressive green eyes, which he also accented with “guy-liner”. Roxie counted on his unflappable demeanor and loyalty, and he’d never let her down.
“If the mystery men have actually left town, my schedule is wide open.” For the past nine weeks Roxie had been working for a woman named Sevrin Keire. Though strikingly beautiful and obviously rich, there was something about Sevrin that screamed danger. Roxie had reluctantly agreed to make herself available to Sevrin’s “boys” and Sevrin had more than tripled Roxie’s usual rates. Sevrin’s “boys” were anything but boyish. They were tall, muscular men with strong foreign accents. Roxie, Jet and Tess had spent the following weeks trying to guess their occupation. Bodybuilders, private security, professional athletes? But they kept coming back to the most obvious choice—mercenaries.
As unexpectedly as Sevrin had appeared, she dropped by the night before to inform Roxie that her services were no longer needed. Sevrin was moving her operation to another location, so Roxie had “dodged a bullet”. There had been more to the conversation than that, but Roxie refused to think about it now. All her suspicions and fears were irrelevant as long as Sevrin and her “boys” were out of her life forever.
“Are you missing them already?” Jett softened the question with a teasing smile, but he’d been the first one to speak up about the menace they all sensed. He’d been reluctant to leave Roxie alone with any of the men and he’d been thrilled to hear that they were leaving.
“More like the opposite. I’ve never been so relieved to have a job end.”
“I’m right there with you, Rox.” He strolled toward the large display case filled with jewelry and souvenirs then paused. “My first appointment isn’t until eleven. Why don’t I go get us some coffee, or better yet, breakfast?”
“I never say no to coffee and I haven’t eaten since yesterday.”
“No surprise there. If me and Tess didn’t feed you, you’d starve.” He retraced his steps, arms loose, stride rolling. “So what sounds good? Breakfast burrito, croissant sandwich, ooy-gooy sticky buns?”
She chuckled at the last suggestion, but before she could make her selection, the front door swung open, drawing their attention to the main entrance. Nazerel, the most dangerous of Sevrin’s men, stepped across the threshold. Dread dropped into the pit of Roxie’s stomach and all the tension Jett’s arrival had eased sprang back into place.
With predatory grace and a purposeful stride, Nazerel stalked toward her. “I would speak with you alone.” His hand encircled her upper arm and he guided her toward the back of the shop.
Jett opened his mouth to argue, but Roxie backed him off with a warning look. Though brusque and somewhat abrasive, Nazerel had never been abusive toward her. In fact, he’d been oddly protective.
The front of the store was designed for potential customers. They could look through portfolios and spend time with an artist before deciding on the designs that would grace their bodies for the rest of their lives. Once the decision was made, each customer was taken to the actual work area, which took up the majority of the compact shop. Nazerel brought Roxie into the larger area and drew the curtain across the archway separating the two. Roxie had a desk in the back corner of the room, but there hadn’t been enough space to enclose an actual office. This was as close as they could come to privacy inside Unique Ink.
“Are you aware that we are leaving?” He spoke with obvious care, yet his accent was less pronounced than most of his cohorts’.
Was this all he wanted, to say goodbye? That would be a wonderful development, but her life was never that simple. “Sevrin told me yesterday.”
“I know you don’t trust me, but it’s important that you listen to what I’m about to tell you.”
He sounded so dire, so filled with conviction, that her heartbeat picked up its pace. “All right.”
Before he could present his grand revelation, she heard voices in the front of the store. Jillian, the ex-showgirl Roxie had hired as a receptionist, wasn’t scheduled to begin until tomorrow, but Roxie was certain it was Jillian talking with Jett. Anyone who interacted with Nazerel could be endangered by the exposure. Jillian was still recovering from a devastating injury and Roxie refused to add to her misfortune in any way.
Roxie held up her hand, determined to send Jillian away before she even saw Nazerel. “Give me just a minute. I’ll be right back. Please, stay here.” Roxie opened the privacy curtain and hurried around the display case. She needed to appear friendly, yet insistent, so Jillian wouldn’t ask questions. “I thought I recognized that voice.”
Jillian smiled in response, but that was as far as the conversation progressed.
Nazerel moved into the archway. “Well, isn’t this awkward?”
Jillian’s eyes widened with obvious shock, then she quickly composed her expression. “Excuse me?”
Roxie looked at Nazerel then back at Jillian. They knew each other. Despite Jillian’s denial, it was obvious they were acquainted.
“Do I know you?” Jillian’s innocent act wasn’t convincing.
“Oh I think you do.” Nazerel brushed past Roxie and rushed toward Jillian. The subtle menace Roxie always sensed became an overt threat.
Shit! Roxie glanced at Jett. He shoved his hand into his pocket, likely reaching for his phone. She wasn’t sure they should call the cops. Nazerel hadn’t really done anything wrong, yet.
Light burst all around Roxie, momentarily blinding her. Pain stabbed into her head and darkness barreled toward her. Suddenly three men materialized around Nazerel. What the… Her thoughts faded and everything went black.
* * * * *
Awareness returned to Roxie more gradually than it had left, but the pain lingered. Her head throbbed with agonizing spasms, as if her skull had developed a pulse. She vaguely remembered falling to the floor, so how had she ended up in the armchair across the room?
She forced her eyelids upward, ignoring the increased pressure in her head. No one was near her, so why had she blacked out?
“Hello. How are you feeling?”
She didn’t recognize the deep, male voice. “Like someone kicked me in the head.” Pushing her hair back from her face, she blinked until her eyes focused. The man was tall and brawny, with the confident bearing of a military commander. If he’d spoken with an accent, she would have presumed he was one of Sevrin’s men. “Who are you?”
“Special Agent Elias Bertram.” The dark-haired stranger held out his hand.
Rather than shake it, she rubbed her aching temples. “Holy mother of God, my head hurts.”
A different man moved into her peripheral vision. Her heart lurched and she sucked in a breath. This was one of the men she’d seen just before she blacked out. If they hadn’t been a hallucination, then… She couldn’t complete the thought. Even her pain-addled brain knew people didn’t just appear out of nowhere.
What the hell is going on?
The second man moved behind her as he said, “If you’ll allow me to touch you, I can ease the pressure.”
Roxie didn’t respond, was in too much pain to care if he meant her further harm. Then his warm fingers pressed against her temples and waves of soothing heat flowed through her mind. “Wow.” She blinked again, finally clearing the haze from her vision. The first man stood in front of her, scowling furiously. She didn’t care if the healer had crossed some unacceptable line. She could finally think again. “What did you do? The pain is just—gone.”
“Pressure points,” the healer muttered. “Western doctors scoff at the concept, but they really do work.”
He was full of shit, but Roxie wasn’t about to confront him in front of Jett. She pushed to her feet, her legs still wobbly. Jett stood back, silently watching through wide, disbelieving eyes. What had they told him while she was unconscious? Had Jett seen the three men just blink into the room? She’d find out what he knew later, when the others weren’t around. “Go cancel the rest of the appointments for today. I don’t think either of us is fit to work.”
“You got it.”
She waited until Jett was gone before she spun toward the healer. “What the hell are you?”
“What am I?” He laughed, apparently surprised by her hostility. “I’m 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.”
Tension escalated in an uncomfortable surge. The healer glanced at Jillian, and Jillian looked at the soldier. No one seemed to know what to do with a mouthy human. It probably would have been wiser to keep her suspicions to herself. But this was the culmination of months of stress and unanswered questions.
“The weapon Nazerel used on you can cause hallucinations,” the healer told her, his angular features suddenly stern. A strange blue glow smoldered in the depths of his dark eyes, reinforcing her conclusion that he wasn’t human.
She didn’t bring it up, knew he’d deny anything she claimed to have seen. “All right. Let’s talk about whatever kicked in my head. Why didn’t it work on you?” When the healer couldn’t come up with a believable lie, she turned to the soldier and snapped, “I’ve had it with this bullshit. Who are you people and what are you doing on my planet!”
A rush of energy swirled around her, tingly and warm. Then someone grabbed her from behind. The arms encircling her were long and muscular, obviously male. She gasped and tried to struggle, but the man was incredibly strong.
Before she could reason through where he’d come from or why he was restraining her, the room blurred again. A burst of acceleration propelled her into blackness and then her surroundings reformed, becoming a room she’d never seen before.
The man behind her loosened his grip then stepped back. She spun around and gasped again. This was another one of the men she’d glimpsed before passing out. A hundred questions inundated her mind, creating an unintelligible buzz. Who…why…where the hell was she! She backed up, instinctively lodging herself into the nearest corner.
“I won’t hurt you,” the man assured, both hands extended, palms up.
She wanted to believe him, needed to believe that she’d stumbled into something good for a change. Keeping him in her peripheral vision, she glanced around the room. With stark gray walls, no windows, and a single door, the room could only be described as utilitarian. Or militant. The first man she’d seen in her shop had definitely put off soldier vibes. For that matter, so had the healer.
She shuddered then swayed, teetering between laughter and tears. The teleporter took a cautious step forward and she tried to retreat, but there was nowhere left to go. “Just leave me alone!” The demand came out shrill rather than commanding, but she was doing good just to remain on her feet.
What did these people want with her? She’d thought the drama ended when Sevrin said goodbye.
“Roxie, I will not harm you.”
“How do you know my name? Why am I…” Another wave of vertigo had her grasping the walls for support.
He lightly touched her shoulder and the rings in his eyes slowly blended into a swirling mass of turquoise. “Do you need to lie down? Teleporting can be hard on the stomach if you’re not expecting the rush.” Tall, blond and undeniably handsome, he spoke with authority and compassion. And only the barest hint of an accent.
She stared into his gently rotating gaze, terrified yet oddly soothed by the overt proof that her wild conclusion had been correct all along. These men were not human.
At least she wasn’t losing her mind.
Twisting away from his touch, she took a deep breath. “Where am I?” It was the logical place to start. There was no furniture in the room, no shelves or storage compartments. The room was just an open space with no apparent purpose. “Why did you bring me here?”
“I’m Commander Lor dar Joon. I’ll explain everything as soon as I’m sure you’re not going to throw up on me.” He smiled, obviously trying to put her at ease.
She appreciated the effort, but she was far from ready to relax her guard. “Are we still on Earth?”
His eyes returned to concentric rings, though they remained a vivid mixture of blue and green. “We’re still in Nevada.”
“Actually, we’re just across the border in Arizona.”
Roxie snapped her head toward the doorway. A woman stood there, though Roxie hadn’t heard the door open. The newcomer wore dress pants; her simple white blouse pinstriped in dark gray. Her red hair had been pulled back into a severe twist, but the style only accented the woman’s flawless skin and sculpted features. Was their race genetically engineered to be physically perfect? This was ridiculous.
“And you are?” Despite the emotions raging through Roxie, she tried to appear calm.
“Director Morgan Hoyt.” Special agent, commander, and now director, they were sure as hell fond of titles. “Lor can answer your questions as soon as he explains why it was necessary to bring you here.”
Morgan’s obvious annoyance allowed Roxie a moment to compose herself. Though Lor emanated authority, Morgan was obviously in charge. And apparently his actions hadn’t been authorized. Could any of this work to Roxie’s advantage? She still had no idea what they wanted or why Lor had brought her here.
“This is Roxie Latimer,” Lor began.
“I know who she is.” Morgan was all business. Not even her bright blue eyes held a hint of emotion. “Why did you deviate from the original plan? Where are Jillian and Odintar? For that matter, where is Elias?”
So Jillian was a spy. The news didn’t surprise Roxie, but a fresh wave of anger drove her fear a little farther back, allowing her to think more clearly. Was Elias the soldier or the healer? And what happened to Nazerel? He’d been nowhere in sight when she woke up.
As if Lor heard her mental ramblings, he said, “Nazerel was with Roxie when Jillian arrived at the shop.”
Roxie listened intently. They were answering her questions. All she needed to do was stand here and keep her mouth shut until she understood the situation. Then she’d strategize.
Morgan’s lips pressed into a grim line. “Is he in custody?” She tensed as if preparing for disappointment.
“He insisted that he didn’t want to fight and did nothing but defend himself when we attempted to trap him. It was really strange.”
They tried to “trap” Nazerel. That had to mean they were adversaries. Roxie tucked the fact away for later consideration. Anyone out to trap Nazerel had to be a better option than Sevrin and her boys.
“So you let him go?” Morgan’s expression finally registered anger.
Roxie moved to the side, trying to peer past Morgan. The door to the corridor remained open, but it was unlikely Roxie could make it out of this room. Besides, was it physically possible to outrun someone who could teleport?
“Of course, we didn’t let him go,” Lor snapped. “He insisted that he’d only come to warn Roxie that she was in danger and then he flashed to safety. As usual, we were unable to track him. He’s just too damn fast.”
So Nazerel could teleport too. It stood to reason that…wait a second. “Why am I in danger?”
Morgan waved away her concern without even turning her head. “Lor will explain in a moment.”
She’d been shushed like a child. Crossing her arms over her chest, Roxie glared at Morgan. Who the hell did she think she was? Being director of a military installation didn’t give her the right to act like a condescending bitch.
“Was anyone else there?” Morgan continued her interrogation.
Lor glanced at Roxie as he responded. “Jett, one of Roxie’s employees. He knows something odd happened, but he didn’t see us teleport. Roxie not only saw us flash in, she also had direct contact with Nazerel. At the very least, she needs to be questioned. However, I suggest keeping her in protective custody while we investigate Nazerel’s warning.”
Morgan glanced at Roxie then back at Lor. “Was he specific about the potential threat?”
“He said Sevrin had some nefarious use for Roxie and that she needed to be protected.”
This was the first time he’d mentioned Sevrin. It was unlikely that he’d know Nazerel and not know Sevrin, but he’d just confirmed his connection to the real villain. Just the thought of Sevrin gave Roxie the shivers.
Morgan finally faced Roxie, including her in the conversation for the first time. “What did Nazerel say to you? How long had he been in your shop when Jillian arrived?”
The smarter course would have been to cooperate, but Roxie had always struggled with authority. The harder they pushed, the more rebellious she became. And Morgan wasn’t just autocratic, she was insulting. “Screw you! You can’t be bothered to answer my questions. Why should I answer yours?”
Morgan shook her head as she turned back to Lor. “I don’t have time for this and neither do you. Put her in a holding cell and go get Elias. He’s good at this sort of thing. Then you and Blayne get back out there and find Nazerel!” Without so much as a backward glance, Morgan stormed out of the room.”
Roxie was floored by Morgan’s rudeness as well as the implication in her orders. “I’m not allowed to leave?” She dragged her gaze back to Lor, finding him slightly less obnoxious.
“Why would you want to when Elias is about to answer all your questions?” A hint of challenge threaded through Lor’s question. A much wiser strategy, but Roxie had already dug in her heels.
“I’ve committed no crime. If you intend to interrogate me, I want my lawyer present. If not, I demand to be released.” Lor reached for Roxie’s arm, but she twisted away. “You can’t keep me here.”
“It’s for your own protection.”
“Bullshit. Nazerel was just screwing with you. They’re on their way out of town. Sevrin told me so herself.”
“Sevrin wants us to believe the danger is past so we’ll let down our guard.” With terrifying speed, he wrapped his arm around her waist and teleported into a room even smaller than the first. This room had a built-in bunk and a bolted-down table and chairs. Obviously the holding cell Morgan had mentioned.
Infuriated by her own helplessness, she shoved him away and rushed across the tiny room. “Why are you treating me like a criminal? I haven’t done anything wrong.”
“Elias will take you through it step-by-step.” He paused and compassion warmed his gaze. “I’m sorry we haven’t been more welcoming. Nazerel is extremely dangerous. If there is even the slightest possibility we can pick up his trail, we need to keep trying.”
Before she could respond to his apology, Lor flashed out of sight.
Stunned beyond rational thought, Roxie just stood there staring at empty air. Then emotions rushed in, weakening her knees and compressing her chest. She wanted to scream and she needed to cry, but neither reaction would get her out of this cell.
She stumbled to the door and tried to push it open. There wasn’t even a handle on this side and it was locked solid as she’d feared. Pounding only hurt her hands, but at least it was an outlet for her anger. If anyone heard her furious yelling, they ignored it. There was a large window beside the door, but some sort of film prevented her from seeing out.
Too exhausted to continue her tantrum, she crossed to the bunk and sat, no longer trusting her legs to support her. Was Jillian an alien or had the woman in Unique Ink only looked like Jillian Taylor? Maybe these creatures could take on other shapes or—she shook away the unknown. What she knew for certain was intimidating enough. They were faster and stronger than humans; they could heal with a touch and teleport.
Rather than wasting energy on useless speculation, she took stock of her environment. Morgan had said they were in Arizona, but that didn’t really mean anything. How far was the nearest town? Were there public roads nearby or were they isolated? Could she find a vehicle on the compound or did everyone teleport in and out? She couldn’t tell anything by the inside of this cell and she was powerless to change the setting.
A second, smaller door sat adjacent to the bunk. Hopefully it led to a bathroom. If she was going to be stuck here for hours, she’d rather not be at the mercy of her bodily functions. Curious, she stood and approached the doorway. The door slid sideways automatically, revealing a tiny lavatory.
“Thank God for small favors,” she muttered under her breath. Still, there was no shower and no food. How long did they intend to keep her imprisoned here? She’d been thinking hours, but it could be days. Months? She shuddered.
Now that the rush of adrenaline had run its course, she felt weak, yet jittery. The cell wasn’t even big enough to pace, so she returned to the bunk. She scooted back against the wall and folded her legs in front of her. If they’d treated her with such discourtesy, what had they done to poor Jett? Her phone was in her purse, which was locked in her desk drawer. She had no way to check on her friend without the assistance of her captors. It also meant if she somehow managed to escape, she had no money, no credit cards, not even her ID. What a disaster. With an exasperated sigh, she closed her eyes.
The main door buzzed, popped then swung outward. She opened her eyes in time to watch the soldier from her shop move into the cell. Without searing pain clouding her vision, it was as if she were seeing him for the first time. He was six foot four, at least, with a body perfectly proportioned for such a large frame. Dark green cargo pants and a black T-shirt, his clothing was right in line with his pseudo-military appearance.
“Elias, I presume?”
A lazy smile quirked one corner of his mouth as the door swung shut behind him. “Guilty as charged. I brought water and a protein bar.” He held up a plastic bottle and a foil-wrapped bar. “Thought you might be hungry once you calmed down.”
“What makes you think I’m calm?”
He tossed her the bar and waited to see if she’d catch it before tossing her the bottle of water as well. After eying her for a moment longer, he crossed to the table and swiveled one of the chairs around to face the bunk. Then he sat, looking particularly oversized in the compact setting. “How much did Lor explain?”
Not yet ready to play nice with anyone, she glared at him. “What did you do with Jett?”
“Jett is your assistant?”
“Employee and friend.” She stressed the last word so he’d clearly understand her position. Then she twisted the cap off the water bottle and took a long drink. Cool, soothing moisture spread across her tongue and down her dry throat. She hadn’t even realized she was thirsty, but water had never tasted so good. “What will happen to him?”
“He was told Nazerel is an international arms dealer specializing in experimental weapons. You were feeling ill, so we wanted to make sure the weapon Nazerel discharged hadn’t caused any lasting damage.”
Jett had “been told” Nazerel was an arms dealer, which implied the truth was something else. “Did he believe you?” Jett was fiercely loyal. It was unlikely he’d let things go with a superficial excuse.
“I don’t know. I left so they could tell him I was the one who drove you here.”
Which they both knew was untrue. She’d been teleported here by Lor dar Something-or-other. “I want to talk to him, make sure he’s okay.”
“And I’ll arrange the call, as soon as you’ve convinced me you’re going to behave yourself.”
His tone was patronizing enough to make her hand tense around the protein bar without motivating her to throw the water bottle at his face. “Can everyone from your planet teleport?”
Elias grinned and the gold flecks in his green eyes shimmered. Though short on the sides, his dark hair was long enough on top to form distinct waves. It made him look as if someone had just run their fingers through his hair. He wasn’t model perfect like Lor or exotic like the healer. Still, his stark ruggedness appealed to her. He appeared strong, more than capable of protecting her. And whether or not Roxie was willing to admit it out loud, she was in desperate need of protection.
“Sorry to disappoint ya, darlin’. I was born in Austin.” His voice took on a subtle twang she hadn’t noticed before. Had he intentionally rid himself of the cadence or was he using it now in an attempt to make himself seem less intimidating?
“You’re human?” She wasn’t sure she believed him. The others had looked human too, at least to begin with. Besides, he hadn’t denied being an alien. He’d just claimed to have been born on Earth.
“Don’t I look human?” He crossed his arms, stretching his T-shirt even tighter.
What a poser! It would take more than rock-hard muscles to scramble her brain. But then this man had more than his share. “Lor looked human too until his eyes started spinning. And the healer only had a freakish blue light inside his eyes after I confronted him.”
“The healer’s name is Odintar. He and Lor are from different planets within the same star system. Morgan and I work with aliens, but we’re both US citizens, just like you.”
That brought up all sorts of new questions. What the hell were aliens doing on Earth? Was the government officially involved or was this some sort of private venture profitable enough for the government to ignore?
Not wanting to lose herself in the details, she started with the basics. “How long have they been on Earth?”
“We’ve been working together for about a month, but they arrived a few weeks before that.”
“What are they doing here?”
“Trying to protect you from some extremely dangerous people.”
Roxie scoffed then ripped open the protein bar and took a bite. “Humans in general or me in particular?” She paused for a drink of water before adding, “Either way they’re not doing a very good job.” She’d been terrified for the past nine weeks, intimidated and verbally abused. She’d even been subjected to some sort of alien technology that might well have damaged her brain. She started to tell him about the language infuser, Sevrin had forced Roxie to endure. But she gained nothing by volunteering information. “Is Nazerel some sort of fugitive? Why are you trying to capture him?”
“How long have you known him? Is your relationship strictly professional or—”
“We don’t have a ‘relationship’. He’s a customer. That’s all.” She studied his features for a moment. Though his eyes were bright and attentive, she could discern nothing but intelligence behind his stoic expression. The man had one hell of a poker face. “Why’d you dodge my question?”
“Did he and his companions just happen upon your shop or was there some sort of formal arrangement?”
Tension wound through Roxie like a massive constrictor. Was he building a case against her? Did they think she was involved with Sevrin’s men? “I tattooed them; nothing more.” She looked at the door as discomfort surged into fear. “How long are you going to keep me here?”
 
Elias reached over and touched Roxie’s foot. Even dressed in black leather and chains, she looked like a frightened kitten. He wanted to comfort her, calm her, but her agitation worked to his advantage. He needed her to believe he was dangerous, that he’d do anything to find out the answers to his questions. That wasn’t far from the truth, but even bastards like him had limits. And harming women was high on a very short list of things he would never do.
“I need to understand how it started.” He kept his voice even, yet unemotional. “What brought you together with those men?”
Roxie shrugged. The absent motion made the delicate chains draped from shoulder to waist jingle against her breasts. She was lithe and lean, her gentle curves perfect for her narrow frame. Snug black leather pants showcased her long legs and sleek hips, while a sexy cropped tank top left the artwork on her arms and sides visible.
“Would you like me to undress?” The challenge in her tone snapped his attention back to her face.
“I was distracted by your tattoos. I apologize.”
She chuckled, clearly unconvinced by the lame excuse. “Sorry, Tex, but you weren’t looking at my tattoos.”
He’d already apologized, so he ignored the comment and brought the conversation back on track. “How’d your interaction with Nazerel and his companions begin?”
“It didn’t start with Nazerel. Sevrin strolled into my shop one night and offered me an obscene amount of money for an exclusive contract.”
Not willing to derail the conversation again, he focused on her powder-blue eyes. “An exclusive contract to do what?”
“I’m a tattoo artist, dumb-ass. What do you think she wanted me to do? Clean their apartments?”
He pushed to his feet and turned toward the door.
“Where are you going?” She swung her legs over the side of the bunk, but didn’t stand.
“I’m attempting to be civil. If you’re not ready to exchange information, I’ll return when you are.”
She did stand then, an angry flush coloring her high cheekbones. “If this were an exchange, I might not be so bitchy. I’ve answered your questions, but you’ve dodged all of mine.”
He advanced, backing her against the wall with two long strides. Pressing his hands against the wall, he caged her, surrounding her without actually touching her. “You’re in more danger than you can possibly imagine. Even if Sevrin has left Las Vegas, she hasn’t lost track of you. Cooperate with us and we’ll protect you. Continue to be a pain in the ass and we’ll turn you loose. Do you really want to be at Sevrin’s mercy again?”
“I’m not afraid of Sevrin.” She glared up at him, her expression mutinous.
Damn. She was going to be harder to break than he’d thought, but he was known for his patience. It was one of the things that made him so good at interrogations. “Fine. I’ll arrange for your discharge.” Before she could react to the dismissal, he walked from the room.
“Wait.”
He pretended not to hear her cry and locked the door behind him. He’d let her stew for an hour or two while he found out what was going on with the others. Hopefully, when he returned, she’d be more reasonable.
Her stubborn expression and angry gaze lingered in the back of his mind as he hurried toward his office. He’d expected her to be more frightened, more overwhelmed. It was almost as if today were not the first time she’d been exposed to paranormal abilities. Had the Shadow Assassins been showing off for the feisty tattoo artist? And if they had, what abilities had they revealed? She insisted that her only interaction with them had been professional, but what else would she say? She gained nothing by admitting to more.
As Elias approached his office, he found Bates and Larossa, two of his men speaking with Lor. “Please tell me you caught the bastard.”
Lor looked at him then shook his head, displeasure tightening his features. “Nazerel is like smoke. We get close enough to smell him, but there’s nothing there to catch.”
“Hopefully the new guy will give us something useful,” Bates said.
“If he survives,” Larossa grumbled.
“What are you talking about? What new guy?” He pushed the door to his office open and Lor followed him inside while Bates and Larossa loitered in the doorway. Neither of the soldiers had worked directly with aliens before and their unease tended to show. He couldn’t blame them. The Mystic Militia weren’t going out of their way to network with their human counterparts. Master-level Mages were treated with respect and reverence on Ontariese and they expected the same deference on Earth. Only trouble was most humans weren’t used to bowing and scraping to anyone.
“Jillian sensed danger as she and Odintar were headed back here,” Lor explained. “He flashed her to the source of the disruption and they found Gerrod Reynolds.”
Now that was completely unexpected. “Why would Jillian’s father be a danger to her?”
Lor shook his head again. “Jillian wasn’t in danger, Gerrod was. In fact his throat had been slit and he’d been left to die.”
Which explained Larossa’s comment. “Was Odintar able to heal him?”
“They’re still working on him, so hope for the best. We really need an opportunity to question him.”
“Gerrod’s still alive,” Blayne announced from the hallway. Elias wasn’t sure how long the other Mystic had been standing there. His attention had been focused on Lor. “But Jillian just told me Gerrod and Odintar both need energy.”
“Are you going?” Lor asked and Blayne nodded. “Then I’ll stop by later and transfuse them again.”
Blayne stepped farther into the office. Bates and Larossa automatically moved out of his way. They might not be as awestruck as the Mystics would have liked, but his men could sense real power. “Jillian wanted Elias to know that Jett is expecting a video call from Roxie within the next hour or so. He threatened to call the media if he doesn’t hear from her.”
Elias rolled his eyes. “As if anyone would believe him. I can see the headline now, Tattoo Artist Kidnapped By Secret Government Operatives. Details to follow on TMZ.”
Blayne hesitated a moment longer. “Jillian promised Jett she’d make it happen.”
With a frustrated sigh, Elias rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Roxie isn’t being very cooperative at the moment. I doubt I can convince her to do anything.”
“You’ll figure out something,” Blayne said with a cheerful smile. Of the three Mystics currently in residence at the Bunker, he was the most likable. Then Blayne looked at Lor and spoke in Ontarian. Lor nodded and Blayne hurried off down the hall.
The exchange annoyed Elias, but not enough to confront Lor with the rudeness of telling secrets. It was little things like that that made it hard to mesh with the Mystic Militia. “Do you know who tried to take out Gerrod?”
“My money’s on Sevrin,” Lor told him.
She topped the list of usual suspects, but they needed to be careful not to be overly focused on any one person. “What’s her motivation?”
“I’m not sure. All indications were that Gerrod was one of her father’s spies. Maybe he knew too much or maybe he tried to blackmail her.” He shrugged, then added, “She’s the only one on Earth with any connection to Gerrod.”
“Except for Jillian.” He stopped Lor’s immediate objection with an upraised hand. “I’m not accusing her. Sevrin could have set her up to take the blame.”
“There are a lot of possibilities and Gerrod is the only one who can confirm the truth. We need to make sure he survives.”
“Well, I’ll leave that to you and Odintar. I have one seriously pissed-off tattoo artist to deal with.”
“Good luck with that.” Lor chuckled and turned toward the doorway.



 
 
Chapter Two
 
Nazerel stood on the wide railed deck that extended the entire width of the new Team South house. A large two story overlooking Lake Mead, this house was even more luxurious than the one they’d left behind. The area was more secluded, more easily defended than the previous location. Yet defense didn’t seem to be a concern while surrounded by the tranquil beauty of this local. The long narrow lake stretched off into the distance, melding with the horizon. An occasional boat zipped past, but mostly there was vivid blue sky and calm, clear water.
After spending the majority of his life underground, Nazerel was almost overwhelmed by the vastness. It was a promise whispered on the wind. Freedom. Hope for a life free from manipulation and deceit. A state of existence he had yet to experience.
When Sevrin told him they were moving operations to a new location, he’d expected a much longer journey. But they hadn’t ventured to another state. They’d barely left Las Vegas. Something kept Sevrin tethered to this area and he needed to discover the nature of her anchor. It might be a weakness he could use against her.
And, speaking of weaknesses. He shook his head. His instinctive need to protect Roxie had nearly cost him his life. He’d managed to elude the Mystic Militia and return to his men without anyone being the wiser. Still, it had been much too close. No matter how compelling he found these females, he could not allow compassion to endanger his men. He was their leader. He’d convinced them to risk coming to Earth and now it was his responsibility to see that they received the stable, independent lives they’d been promised.
Someone slid the glass door open and Nazerel glanced over his shoulder. Flynn ambled out onto the deck. Dark circles shadowed his eyes and his clothing was rather wrinkled. Sevrin’s sexual demands were taking their toll on his friend. And knowing Flynn subjected himself to the desires of that Rodyte whore because of Nazerel’s encouragement left a bad taste in his mouth.
“How are things progressing?” Flynn asked in Rodyte, the language they always used when they were alone. There were a few on Earth who could understand the language—Sevrin and her staff topped the list—but the practice decreased the chances of anything important being overheard by the Mystic Militia.
“The truck is unloaded and everyone has claimed their bedroom.” He turned around and lightly leaned against the railing. “You’ve been assigned a bed, though you haven’t needed one lately.”
Flynn made a derisive sound as he gazed out across the water. “I’ve needed nothing but a bed lately. That lusty bitch can’t get enough.”
“Well, she hasn’t replaced you yet, so our strategy is working.”
Pivoting to face him, Flynn suddenly looked grim. “You might not think so when you hear the latest.”
Nazerel tensed. There never seemed to be any good news with Sevrin. She’d lured him and his companions to Earth with the promise of a life lived on their own terms, yet she was the most controlling master they’d ever served. “What now?”
“She took me to the new lab.” Flynn’s voice filled with frustration as he added, “It’s impressive.”
“Is it nearby?” Anticipation surged through Nazerel. If they could seize possession of Sevrin’s headquarters, they might finally be able to control her. “Is that why she insists on staying in this area?”
Flynn cringed, clearly uncomfortable with what he was about to say. “We’re not allowed to know the actual location. She drugged me before we left.”
“Why the hell did you allow her to drug you?” Seducing her for information was one thing. Why would Flynn surrender control to that cold-hearted whore?
“I’m not sure ‘allow’ is the right word. She told me we were going for a ride then shoved a needle in my neck.”
Flynn was looking everywhere but at him and a faint flush colored his cheeks. Flynn was lying to him. “You weren’t able to flash away from her before the drug kicked in?”
He started to say something then sighed. “She threatened to replace me if I didn’t let her do it. Unless I was willing to have debased myself for nothing, I had no other choice.”
Nazerel relaxed. He benefited from Flynn’s access to Sevrin, so he wasn’t about to ridicule the decision. If Flynn lost favor with Sevrin, Nazerel might have to swallow his pride and allow her to— Never! Even the thought of her touch was repellent. “You were already inside the new lab when you woke up?”
“It was worse than that. She’d put this band around my neck. I don’t know how it worked, but I was weak as a child and unable to access any of my powers.”
“A suppression collar.” Nazerel turned back to the railing, too conflicted to maintain a calm expression. This was bad, really bad. If Sevrin now had the ability to render Shadow Assassins helpless, she would be impossible to control. “The elders used to talk about them. Bilarrians developed them decades ago. But I didn’t think they worked on hybrids.”
“They do now. I’ve never been that helpless. It was horrible.”
“When and why did she take it off?” He turned his head, assessing Flynn’s response.
“That’s part of a much longer story.”
“So get to it,” Nazerel snapped. “I’m already tired of this conversation.”
“She’s established new rules with ridiculous penalties for disobedience.”
With a bland chuckle, Nazerel crossed his arms over his chest. Now that he knew Sevrin had the collar, he’d make damn sure she never got close enough to use it. Still, he needed to know what she intended. “What rules?”
“No more females in the team houses.”
Nazerel just grinned. Until they claimed their mates, the only females they interacted with were pleasure givers. Pleasure givers were known to be accommodating. The rule was an annoyance, nothing more. “What else?”
“No more unsanctioned hunts.”
“What do you mean by unsanctioned? We only hunt those who appear in the notebook, which means they’ve been sanctioned by Sevrin.”
“That’s not what she meant. From now on, she will choose one hunter at a time and he will bring his mate back to the old warehouse. He and his mate will be drugged and he will be collared before they’re taken to the new facility. Once there, they will be allowed to bond, but only under strict supervision.”
It was obvious Flynn was reciting Sevrin’s words, issuing her commands. Nazerel could almost hear her voice coming out of Flynn’s mouth. Frustration and anger boiled up inside him, but he captured the intensity, storing the energy for his inevitable confrontation with their useless employer. “That’s ridiculous and she knows it.”
“She claims her men will shoot anyone who violates the new rules.”
He glared at Flynn, his aggravation focused on the issue not the man. “They’d have to find us first.”
“Guards are already stationed at the new team houses and they’ve been equipped with tracking devises.”
Nazerel scoffed. This became more preposterous by the moment. “It takes a Shadow Assassin to track a Shadow Assassin. Has she sent to Ontariese for reinforcements?”
“She didn’t need anything from Ontariese. Our nanites were manufactured on Rodymia.”
Dread washed over Nazerel in a slow-moving flood. For the past twenty years Shadow Assassins had been using nanites to boost their natural abilities and allow their bodies to regenerate. The elders had worked closely with Rodyte scientists to perfect the technology. Had the Rodytes knowingly created this weakness and had they created others as well? The possibilities were daunting.
Rather than losing himself in speculation, he needed to focus on one detail at a time. “They can track our nanites?”
Flynn nodded. “She told me she’d prefer to work with us, but she’s willing to kill us all and start over with a more cooperative group of recruits.”
“Or make examples of a few so the rest will fall in line?”
Flynn nodded, looking defeated and ashamed. “And she meant every word. She’s just waiting for someone to defy her so she can demonstrate her power over us.”
Nazerel clenched his fists and cursed under his breath. That conniving bitch. “If I’d responded well to threats and intimidation, I’d still be on Ontariese.”
“Then you’ll really enjoy her final stipulation.”
Forcing his fingers to uncurl, he looked at Flynn. “What stipulation?”
“Each hunter must spend one night in her bed before he’ll be allowed to hunt. She wants a child, but she’s decided that fathering her child is too high an honor for any one man.”
Nazerel scoffed. “It doesn’t matter how many of us screw her. One of us will have to form a mating bond for her to conceive.”
“And once he’s bonded with her, there would be no reason for him to hunt.” Again Flynn nodded. “I’m well aware and so is Sevrin. She might have claimed she wants a child, but this is simply a way for her to exert her authority over us. Or her scientists have found a way around the limitation. I don’t know which. When she told me all this, I was fighting the overwhelming need to strangle her, so I didn’t ask a lot of questions.”
Much of Sevrin’s control was an illusion Nazerel allowed because they were working toward the same goal. But if she continued to push like this, she’d find out that his reputation for ruthlessness was well-deserved. She’d promised that she would find a way to transfer their abilities to their mates and it was past time for her to fulfil that promise. If that claim, like all her other promises, had been nothing more than empty air, then her days were numbered.
“Have you told the others about the new rules?” Nazerel asked.
“Not yet. Most of this we can work around, but their ability to track us is a serious problem.”
Nazerel nodded as he milled over the implications. There was no way around it. He’d postponed the inevitable long enough. The Sevrin problem needed to be solved permanently. “Why did she free you from the collar? It would have sent a more powerful message if you delivered your dire warnings while helpless.”
“I think she only has one. She took it off me so we could use it on someone else.”
Something in Flynn’s voice, and the ambiguity of his statement, made Nazerel curious. “Who did you use it on?”
“Gerrod Reynolds.”
That was so unexpected, Nazerel faced Flynn again. “Why did you collar Gerrod? He’s been on Earth for decades and hasn’t caused any trouble.”
“Sevrin considered him a loose end and she hates loose ends.”
“You killed him?” Nazerel was a mercenary. Death was his stock and trade, but he never killed needlessly and never without a damn good reason.
Flynn lowered his gaze and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I slit his throat, but he’d already started to teleport by the time she got the collar around his neck. He flashed out of sight, so we’re not sure if we finished the job or not.”
“There’s no honor in such an act.” His tone was tight with displeasure. “Why did you agree to do it?”
Flynn’s gaze snapped back to his. “Your hands are far from clean, Nazerel. Don’t pretend assassination is beneath you.”
“I have taken lives during war or to prevent further atrocities. There is a difference between political assassination and pointless murder.”
“You have also carried out the sentence on those who have earned the fate.” Challenge dripped off every word.
“What had Gerrod Reynolds done to deserve death?”
“He ruthlessly seduced countless females for the express purpose of getting them pregnant. Our infamous notebook is filled with the daughters of Gerrod and this Dirty Dozen.”
“Their actions were despicable, but they do not warrant death. Did he rape these women? Use a Mystic compulsion to make them want him? That was not my understanding of how they operated.”
“If I’d refused, she would have left me collared and in a cage,” Flynn snarled, but regret soldered just beyond the anger in his eyes. “Because I was willing to take the life of an aging reprobate, she now trusts me implicitly.”
Despite the frustration raging within him, Nazerel backed off. They’d both known things would become progressively more complicated the deeper she took Flynn into her trust. Still, Shadow Assassins lived by a strict code of conduct. It was the only thing separating them from cold-blooded murderers.
It was obvious Flynn needed reassurance, so Nazerel said, “You did what had to be done. We must focus on the things we can control.”
“And fight to regain control over the things we’ve lost,” Flynn stressed.
“Agreed.” He paused for a moment as he composed his thoughts. “Where is the collar now?”
Flynn began to fidget again. “Gerrod was still wearing it when he flashed. I’m not sure Sevrin has another.”
“We have to find out what happened to him. If he ended up with the Mystic Militia, they could backward engineer the damn thing.”
“Sevrin is frantically searching. I’ll let you know if she finds out anything.”
Nazerel nodded. And I’ll warn the men telepathically before I explain the new rules. Sevrin’s guards are doubtlessly watching, waiting for us to react to the new routine. The men must seem suitably outraged without saying anything we don’t want the guards to overhear.
A wise precaution.
“Tell me about this new lab. How much of it were you allowed to see?” They always tried to maintain an audible conversation, hoping it would mask their telepathic exchange.
“It’s huge. She said it had been under construction for the past two years. She also received three shiploads of technology and personnel from Rodymia. She’s convinced the next attempt at transference will succeed.”
And you have no idea where the facility is located?
I don’t know how long I was unconscious, so I can’t even guess how far we drove. My instincts tell me we hadn’t gone far, but I honestly don’t know.
Nazerel acknowledged the telepathic information with a subtle nod. “Let your mistress know I’d like to speak with her at her earliest convenience.” If I take this without argument, she’ll know we’re up to something.
* * * * *
Lying on her back across the narrow bunk, Roxie extended her legs up the wall and considered her shoes. She loved boots with stiletto heels, owned more pairs than she cared to admit. But they were impractical for work so she tended to wear slip-ons or sandals. Today it had been both, a pair of slip-on sandals. Rather than providing her with a long, dangerous spike, the rubber soles and simple thong-style upper were utterly useless as a weapon. She was draped in chains, but they were strictly ornamental. Even if she tripled the strands and swung them like a whip, they wouldn’t do any real damage. Could she strangle someone with a pair of pants?
The question made her smile despite the mind-numbing monotony.
“Can a person literally die of boredom?” she whispered to the ceiling.
She’d already counted the tiles twice and paced off the room over and over. There was nothing to look at, nothing to occupy her mind except useless speculation and an ongoing barrage of emotions. Her mental thrill ride started off with paralyzing fear. She’d been sure every sound in the hallway was Elias returning to ring her neck. Lord knows he was big enough to do it without breaking a sweat. But none of these men had harmed her since this nightmare began. In fact, Odintar had taken time out to ease her pain and Lor had been surprisingly diplomatic.
Gradually anger burned off the fear and anxiety required motion. She hadn’t done anything wrong. They had no right to lock her up like a criminal! She prowled the tiny room, sitting, pacing, then pounding on the door again and yelling for attention.
No one came.
It took at least an hour for her temper to burn itself out. They obviously didn’t give a damn or she wouldn’t be locked in a cell. That was when depression and self-pity took over. She’d cried, cursed, then cried some more. Her life was a long series of unfortunate tragedies, one bizarre situation after another, and the only common denominator was her.
She’d never tolerated useless emotions, so the woe-is-me phase didn’t last long. She needed information and she obviously wasn’t going to get it if she continued to provoke her captors. She had no idea what they thought she knew or how long they intend to keep her, but cooperation made more sense than continuing to indulge her rebellious impulses.
The electronic lock popped, drawing her attention to the door. Then she heard the subtle scrape of a mechanical lock as well. Redundant safeguards. How comforting.
She didn’t bother getting up. Instead she folded her hands behind her head and crossed her feet at the ankle.
Elias strolled into the cell and rewarded her with a startled expression. “You look—comfortable.”
“I’d been standing on my head, but my arms got tired.” Even upside down the man was easy on the eyes. Was that part of the strategy? Did they send gorgeous women to interrogate heterosexual men? Or was physical beauty a prerequisite for their organization. She hadn’t seen an ugly person yet.
He sat several large foil packets on the table as well as a basic takeout carton. “I’ve come to barter.”
“Really?” She swung her legs down and to the side, rotating her body until she sat on the edge of the bunk more or less facing him. “The only thing I want is out of here. Is that what we’re bartering for?”
“One step at a time, Miss Impatience.” His tone was almost playful. What happened to the drill sergeant who’d questioned her before? She wasn’t sure which Elias she found more unnerving. “How about we barter for dinner?”
“Dinner? What happened to lunch?” She’d attributed the tightness in her stomach to stress rather than hunger. It seemed like he’d been gone for hours, but time always passed slowly when there was nothing to do. “What time is it?”
“A little after four, so we’re early for dinner or late for lunch. Take your pick.”
She looked at the assortment of packages on the table and then at her captor. “What are my options?”
“Well, these are MREs, standard field rations. They really have to be experienced to be believed. And this…” He motioned toward the takeout container. “Is a flame-broiled hamburger from a local sports bar with lightly seasoned, hand-cut home fries.”
She started to say she was vegan, then realized she only punished herself with the claim. “And what do I have to do to earn the burger?”
“Call Jett and let him know you’re fine and we’re taking good care of you.”
She laughed at the absurd suggestion. “But my mother taught me not to lie.”
“He’s worried about you and the call’s already late. There’s no reason for him to think the worst when you can—”
“What did he threaten to do? Post a notice on social media that I’d been kidnapped by spooks?” Jett could be fiercely protective when someone he cared about was threatened. It was one of the things she liked most about her unconventional friend.
“Something like that.” Elias swiveled one of the chairs and sat, motioning toward the other. “Call him so you can eat while we have a civilized conversation.”
The smell of the food was making her mouth water and all her stubbornness had earned her was a five-hour time-out. Besides, Jett was a worrier. If he’d been suspicious of their cover story from the beginning, he’d be frantic by now.
“He has no way of locating you. Even if he calls the most tenacious reporter on the planet, he’ll just make himself look foolish.”
“He threatened to call the media?” She chuckled. “Go Jett.”
“Do you want him to be ridiculed and investigated? Good reporters do background assessments on witnesses before they pursue a lead.”
She tensed at the subtle slur. Tattoos were becoming more and more mainstream, but the stereotype managed to linger. “Jett dyes his hair and is covered in tattoos so he must have a criminal record?” She sat down across from him and picked up one of the field ration packets. She’d heard horror stories about them, but she was still tempted to defy this pompous jerk. Sweeping generalizations always pissed her off.
“I don’t want to argue with you and I didn’t mean to insult your friend.” He slid the takeout container closer, torturing her with the appetizing smell. “Make the call.”
Elias might have annoyed her with his approach, but he was right. Jett didn’t have a hope in hell of finding her and no one would believe him if he tried to go public with the story. She’d already put Jett and Tess in danger with her decision to work for Sevrin. Roxie would not let him pay the price for her willfulness.
“Fine.” She huffed. “But this doesn’t mean we’re friends.”
He handed her a compact tablet computer as he came around to her side of the table. “We had to use the satellite network. There are no phone signals down here.”
“Down here?” She arched her brow at him, but he just shook his head. Were they underground?
“He’s expecting a video call, and I’m expecting you to behave.”
“Silly you.” She took the tablet from his hand, trying to ignore how intimidating he was at close range. She was tall for a woman, but he seemed to suck all the space out of the room. She woke up the computer with a swipe of her thumb and found the video call programed and ready to launch. “How did you get his number?” Jett wasn’t even his real name.
A ghost of a smile lifted one corner of his mouth. “Isn’t that what spooks do?”
Probably the internet, she tried to convince herself as she activated the call.
Jett’s image came onscreen after the first ring. “Thank God! I don’t usually answer blocked numbers, but I thought it might be you.”
“A little birdy told me you’re being a mother hen, as usual.” She hoped her smile was convincing and her hand didn’t shake too much. There really was no reason for Jett to be stressed out by her misfortune. And the less he knew about all of this, the safer he’d be.
“Jillian promised she’d make this happen, but the two-hour window came and went and I still hadn’t heard from you.”
“They had to finish their tests before they could release me from quarantine.”
“Quarantine?” Disbelief raised his voice half an octave. “What sort of weapon did he fire on us?”
“They weren’t sure. That’s why they’re being so careful.”
“But if it might have been contagious, shouldn’t they have quarantined me too?”
She forced herself to snicker. “Feeling left out? You felt fine when you woke up, so I guess they knew you didn’t have it.” She paused for an elaborate shrug. “I don’t know. It was a toxin not a pathogen, so we’re both going to be find.”
“I’ve been worried sick.” And he looked it. His hair was a spiky mess and his makeup was smeared. Not like Jett at all.
“Well, I’ve been just plain sick. Nazerel’s new toy did a number on my head. As I said, they’ve ruled out anything contagious, but they want to run more tests. They want to make sure nothing got scrambled in there. Lord knows I don’t have any brain cells to spare.”
“Yeah right.” He finally smiled. “You’re easily the smartest person I know. When will they release you for good? Do you need a ride home?”
“I’m not sure. It depends on the tests. And they’ll deliver me safe and sound to my front door or they’ll be hearing from my lawyer.”
“Are you sure you’re okay?” His gaze narrowed as he studied her face.
“I’m fine. Really.”
“Okay.”
“Now stop worrying about me. That’s an order.” He reluctantly agreed and Roxie ended the call.
“Nicely done.” Elias took the tablet back and moved the takeout container in front of her.
She opened the container and inhaled. Her stomach growled so loud it made her blush. “You’d think I hadn’t eaten in days not hours.”
Elias returned to his side of the table and sat. “Now for the civilized conversation.”
After setting aside the top bun, she picked up a ketchup packet. “Does that mean you’ll finally answer my questions?” The food was still hot. He’d either microwaved it before he walked in or they weren’t as secluded as she’d presumed.
Or he knew someone who could teleport.
She sighed. Elias really was her only hope for understanding any of this. She’d been desperate for answers ever since Sevrin walked into Unique Ink. It had been obvious from the start that something was off with Sevrin. It had been equally obvious that Sevrin had zero interest in explaining what was really going on. This was as close to understanding as Roxie had come and she couldn’t afford to squander the opportunity.
“How many of the men did you tattoo?” His voice was deep and assertive without seeming confrontational.
“Ten or eleven. I’d have to check my records.” She covered the burger with ketchup then replaced the bun. She was hungry, but she was also glad to have something to do with her hands. Something about Elias made her nervous. No, not nervous exactly, more like restless.
So much of her life had been filled with uncertainty and danger that an image had formed in her dreams, a strong, heroic man capable of vanquishing her enemies and protecting her from anything that even tried to upset her. As she grew older, and more lonely, her dream protector became something more, an aggressive lover capable of driving reality away with the force of his desire for her and only her. She never really saw his face, but he had a body just like Elias.
“And you never saw any of them outside the shop.” His rumbling voice drew her back to reality.
She froze with the hamburger halfway to her mouth. “I thought we had that much settled. I’m not their girlfriend. They didn’t pass me around like a communal toy. I gave them tattoos. That’s all.”
“Do you have phone numbers for any of them?”
“Half of them didn’t bother with names.” She quickly took a bite before his questions dried up her appetite.
He rubbed his jaw, obviously lost in thought. His eyes appeared particularly green as he stared through her. He was being almost friendly at the moment and still he was imposing. She dragged her gaze away from his rugged face and tried to concentrate on her food, but his image lingered in the back of her mind.
“You seem convinced that they’ve left town,” he digressed. “Did they give you any idea where they were going?”
“No. And why are you fixated on the men? It was pretty obvious to me that Sevrin is their leader.”
He shifted on the metal chair as his gaze moved over her face. “She’s more familiar with Earth, so the men depend on her. But it’s unlikely that any of them consider her their leader.”
“If you say so.” She took another bite and closed her eyes as she chewed. Ground beef had never tasted so amazing.
“Do you have any water left? I forgot to grab you a beverage.”
She opened her eyes and wiped her mouth with the paper napkin that had been tucked inside the takeout container. “I’d kill for a cup of coffee.”
“That won’t be necessary.” He stood and smiled down at her. “All ya have ta do is keep talkin’ ta me.” The Texas twang was back and it was a lethal combination with that sexy smile.
The jerk could actually be charming when he wasn’t trying to be such a hard-ass. She’d finished the hamburger by the time he returned, but she was happily munching on the fries. He set down a large mug of steaming coffee and a pile of cream and sugar packets. He’d even remembered to grab a stir stick.
For half a second she pictured throwing the coffee in his face. It was as close to a weapon as she was likely to come. She shook away the notion. He’d be pissed off and she’d still be locked inside this room.
He chuckled. “Contemplating mischief?”
“Malicious mischief is more like it, but I talked myself out of it.”
“Glad to hear it. We were getting along so well.”
If he was willing to indulge her, she had all sorts of questions. “Who are these guys and why are they on Earth?”
“They’re called Shadow Assassins. They consider themselves political refugees. We consider them fugitives.”
“I had them pegged as foreign mercenaries. I just didn’t realize how foreign.” She added cream and sugar to the coffee then picked up the mug. “Are they wanted for specific crimes, or just being assassins in general?”
He hesitated, his gaze narrowed and bright. “Everything I’m about to tell you is classified. You can’t tell Jett or anyone else. If you don’t agree to this stipulation, we’ll go back to our earlier dynamic.”
“One-sided interrogation?”
“Yes.”
“Obviously, I’ll keep my mouth shut.” As with Jett, no one would believe her if she started spreading tales about aliens and the secret government organization trying to apprehend them. She wasn’t sure she believed it herself. Well, they were obviously aliens; no human could do what they did. But the rest was still an undefined conflict into which she’d stumbled.
“The Shadow Assassins operated on a planet called Ontariese until six or seven months ago. They were a closed society populated entirely of men. They enslaved their members with a combination of intimidation, logistics, and ritual beliefs.”
“Like a cult?”
“More like a private army that had been brainwashed into obedience. The generation who was liberated from the Shadow Maze had all been born there. They knew no other way of life, had nothing with which to compare their Sacred Customs.” He emphasized the last phrase with finger quotes.
“They literally lived underground?”
He nodded. “Those who couldn’t teleport were prisoners of their own society.”
“And those who could teleport? Like Nazerel. Were they allowed to leave whenever they wanted?” She couldn’t even imagine what it would have been like to live without sunshine and rain-washed breezes.
“It’s complicated and few of the specifics affect the current situation. Let’s stay focused on the present.”
“Fine by me.” She hadn’t meant the phrase to sound as snotty as it had sounded. His meandering explanation was just feeding her anxiety.
“Their way of life was no longer tolerated on Ontariese, so a small group of the Shadow Assassins came to Earth. We don’t know when they connected with Sevrin or who contacted whom, but they’re obviously working together now.”
“Tell me about Sevrin.” She pushed aside what remained of the fries, more than ready for this topic. Learning that the men were part of some bizarre secret society didn’t seem real or particularly relevant. Her interaction with each of them had been superficial. Sevrin, on the other hand, had been terrifying. It would be a relief to know anything about her. “Is she from Ontariese like her men?”
“She’s from Rodymia. There are three inhabited planets in their star system, Ontariese, Bilarri and Rodymia. The inhabitants of Rodymia are known as Rodytes and the current planetary ruler is Sevrin’s uncle.”
The revelation didn’t surprise Roxie. Sevrin emanated power like no one Roxie had ever met, except for maybe Nazerel. “Oh my God, does that mean she has diplomatic immunity?”
He shook his head. “That only works when diplomats are in our country with our permission. She’s an illegal alien in the truest sense of the word. However, no one is in a hurry to piss off a race of people more technologically advanced than our own. With one transmission to Uncle Quentin, she could summon a Rodyte army. We really don’t want it to come to that.”
Hungry for overall understanding, she didn’t allow herself to pause over the details. She’d analyze the implications once she saw how all the pieces fit together. “You said Sevrin and the Shadow Assassins are working together. What are they trying to accomplish?”
“Shadow Assassins have abilities similar to Lor or Odintar. Sevrin is working on a way of transferring those powers to people who were born without them.”
“Seriously?” He inclined his head, obviously expecting her disbelief. “You said she’s ‘working on a way’ to do it. Does that mean she hasn’t done it yet?”
“To our knowledge, none of her attempts have been successful—yet.”
“Well, that’s good at least.” Her mind went blank, objecting to the rapid saturation of unbelievable facts. Aliens from two different planets were on Earth trying to create more beings like Lor and Odintar. She shivered. And what would they do when and if they achieved their goal? How would they use those superhuman abilities? “You said the Shadow Assassins already have magic powers. What do they gain by helping Sevrin?”
“They want mates with powers equal to their own, which in turn will increase the chances that their offspring will also be able to manipulate magic. As it is now, only a small percentage of their children end up with abilities.”
He spoke of magic powers as if they were nothing special, nothing she should have a problem accepting. She couldn’t deny what she’d experienced firsthand, but it was still hard as hell to digest. “The women on Ontariese can’t manipulate magic?”
“Some can, but it would have been many years before the Shadow Assassins were allowed to claim a mate.”
Claim a mate? She shivered again, yet this time the reaction felt warm and tingly instead of cold and unpleasant. Claiming her was what her imaginary lover did every time she summoned him to her dreams. “Why weren’t they allowed to find mates?” She softened the phrase for her comfort, but Nazerel and the others definitely seemed more like the claiming type.
“Instead of going to prison, they were given mandatory years of service with the Ontarian military.”
“Then Nazerel and his men are deserters? That’s a serious crime on Earth.”
“It is on Ontariese as well, but leaving the military without permission is a minor infraction compared to their other crimes. Shadow Assassins used to hunt their mates. They’d kidnap a female and take her to the Shadow Maze where she would be held until she had a child. If it was a boy, she was released while the child was kept with his father. If she had—”
“Wait a minute. They would keep women prisoner for a year or more?” She pushed to her feet and moved to the other side of the room. It wasn’t much of a separation, but she suddenly felt threatened by the entire situation. “If these women were kidnapped, they didn’t willingly participate in the breeding program. Were they raped over and over until…” Her voice broke and she furiously blinked back tears. It was too horrible to even imagine. She’d never been forced to have sex, but she knew what it was like to be helpless, powerless, utterly at the mercy of others. Her entire childhood had been one intolerable situation after another, and her teenage years had been even worse.
“They claim rape is abhorrent to them, that each woman was gradually seduced.” She started to object, but he stopped her. “I’m not trying to justify any of this. I’m just passing on information. Personally, I’m right there with you. Even if it was seduction rather than rape, the distinction doesn’t justify the rest.”
“And after months of imprisonment and abuse, their reward was having their baby stolen from them?” She felt physically ill as if someone had just kicked her in the stomach.
He swiveled his chair to face her but didn’t rise. She was glad he didn’t try to touch her. She was holding on to her composure by a thread. Any physical contact at this point would have made it impossible to hold back the flood of emotions.
“It was a barbaric practice and it has been stopped on Ontariese.” He spoke carefully and an emotionless mask took over his features.
Had they relocated their disgusting operation to Earth? That was the logical conclusion. Still, she was stuck on the specifics. “What happened if she had a girl?”
“Either both would be released or she would remain a prisoner and her captor would try again.”
And if she couldn’t conceive or she produced girl after girl? How long would they keep her—it didn’t matter. It was no longer happening on Ontariese. But what about Earth? “Is this why they’re here? Are they kidnapping human females?”
“They’ve taken it a step further. They’re hunting mates and attempting to transfer their powers into the females. We’ve found six of their failed attempts, but there have probably been more.”
Dread knotted her stomach so tightly her legs shook so she returned to the table and sank onto her chair. “What does all of this have to do with me?”
“That’s what we’re trying to figure out. If you’d been targeted as a mate, they most likely would have made their move already. But I don’t believe in coincidence. Sevrin didn’t just happen upon your shop. She doesn’t do anything without a specific reason.” He crossed his arms over his chest, prominently displaying his impressive biceps. “Now is there anything else you can tell me, anything that might help us understand Sevrin’s motivation?”
She hadn’t felt safe for months and Elias’ story compounded her foreboding. Sevrin’s interest in her had always felt personal, personal and creepy. She might be making the biggest mistake of her life, but she needed to trust someone, someone with a whole lot more power than she possessed. Elias had offered her information. It could all be bullshit, but she didn’t think it was. Too much of what he’d said confirmed what she already knew.
“They get off on pain.”
His gaze narrowed and he unfolded his arms. “I thought all you did was tattoo them.”
“That’s what I’m talking about.” Why did he persist in putting her in bed with one or more of those muscle-bound lunatics? “Lots of people get a rush while they’re under the needle, but it was like a drug to Nazerel and the others. They craved it, needed it. I think Sevrin was using it to keep them calm and under control.”
“They were ruthlessly trained from birth to be impervious to pain. Maybe one of their strategies is learning how to process pain as pleasure.”
That was a trivial fact, interesting yet unlikely to be helpful. He was obviously waiting for something more, something strategic. After a tense pause, she said, “Sevrin didn’t trust Nazerel.”
“We’re aware of the friction, but what led you to that conclusion?” He twisted to the side and stood, anxious energy setting him in motion.
“She wanted me to spy on him for her, see if he was saying anything to his buddies that he wasn’t supposed to share.” They’d basically switch places. She sat at the table, chair turned sideways so she could watch him prowl about the tiny room.
“And did you?”
“There was a small problem with her wish.” His arched eyebrow prompted her to explain. “I didn’t speak their language.”
His gaze bore into hers, sharp with sudden interest. “Did she have a solution for that complication?”
“Yeah, she took me to a hotel room and hooked me up to this machine. I’d never seen anything like it. The thing made me feel like crap for days afterwards, but it worked. I could suddenly understand all the obnoxious things they’d been saying behind my back.”
He shook his head, clearly upset by something she’d just told him. “Language infusers have to be carefully calibrated for each user. She never should have used one in a hotel room.”
Language infuser was the exact term Sevrin had used for the brain-scrambling device. Apparently, Roxie had been in more danger than she realized. “I feel fine now. Though unpleasant, the side effects were temporary.”
“I’ll ask one of the Mystics to scan you, make sure you’re really okay.” He pushed his hand through his dark hair, making the natural waves more pronounced. “Did you learn anything from Nazerel?”
“I learned that this planet was making him paranoid and he was sick and tired of irrational humans. The bizarre phrases, as well as the fact that I’d just learned a new language in less than a day, were what convinced me I was in way over my head.”
“You’re right about that. You stumbled over an interdimensional hornets’ nest.”
“Lucky me.” She swiveled her chair back around so she didn’t have to put up with his penetrating stare. “That’s honestly all I know. Can I go home now?”



 
 
Chapter Three
 
Sevrin stood in the middle of a sprawling field of wind turbines. The rhythmic whoosh of the massive blades vibrated through her body and made the air sizzle with energy. As wind farms went, this one was small yet strategically located along US 93. She was less than an hour from Las Vegas yet far enough removed from the never-ending action to remain inconspicuous, almost invisible. No more dank warehouses or shabby motels. She’d always found it amusing to hid in plain sight.
Her new headquarters sprawled beneath her feet; its massive need for energy provided by the oddly graceful giants surrounding her. Wind farms had become so common along these barren stretches of highway that no one gave this one a second thought. A small maintenance building was the only overt sign of civilization, so there was nothing here to draw attention.
Construction of the underground complex had blended with assembly of the wind turbines. Large equipment was large equipment to the untrained eye. And human projects were notoriously ineffective, stretching on for years when they should have been completed in a matter of weeks. All of this worked to her advantage and would continue to mask her movements well into the future. Her guards used utility trucks and SUVs stylishly labeled with the Boulder City Energy Solutions logo. And she filtered enough money through the imaginary corporation to make it appear legitimate.
A supply convoy had arrived two weeks before, landing deep in the desert. Her staff had been shuttled from the landing area in sightseeing buses and they were only allowed to leave “the Farm” a few at a time, escorted by one of her guards. She’d assured them they weren’t prisoners. However, interaction with the indigenous population was grounds for immediate termination. A smile curved Sevrin’s mouth as she pictured their faces. She’d used the word intentionally, leaving them to wonder if she meant she would end their employment or something more nefarious.
The laboratories and medical facilities were equipped with the newest and best Rodymia had to offer. She’d even tried to make the living quarters and common areas comfortable in an attempt to minimize restlessness. Besides, the faster each staff member completed their assigned task, the faster they could return to Rodymia.
“Everything seems to have settled into a routine below.” Marat, Sevrin’s head of security, walked out of the maintenance building and moved up beside her. Marat meant more to Sevrin than any of her family members. She depended on his wisdom, his steadfast calm. He was part mentor, part parent, and her only confidante.
“What about Orrit and Salidan?” She glanced up at him and paused. Usually she found character and experience etched into his wrinkled features. Today, he just looked tired. She started to ask him what was wrong then shook away the impulse. If she detected any weakness in Marat, he would demand that she replace him. Her safety was his purpose in life and he took the responsibility very seriously. “Have they stopped threatening to sabotage the program?”
“The warning from your uncle settled them down, at least outwardly. No one likes to be scolded by the Crown Stirate of Rodymia.” He crossed his brawny arms over his chest and gazed out across the churning field of turbines. “Orrit is the instigator. Salidan follows his lead.”
“Are they lovers?”
“I’m not sure. If they are, they’re extremely discrete.”
She walked toward the maintenance building and Marat fell in step beside her. “How close are their sleeping quarters?”
“Adjacent with one room separating them.”
She arched her brow at that. “Close yet distant enough to leave some doubt.” She had no problem with staff fraternization. The gods knew there wasn’t much else to do on this primitive rock. However, knowing about such relationships could be advantageous when it came time to motivate a reluctant subordinate. In this case, Salidan had a bonded mate and Sevrin doubted the wealthy female would react well if she found out Salidan was offering his body to someone else.
Marat opened the door for her and she stepped inside the blessed coolness of the air-conditioned building. “Why did humans choose to populate an area of their planet that is so inhospitable?” She looked up at Marat and shook her head. “It makes no sense to me.”
Marat chuckled. “Much of what humans do makes no sense to me.”
A numerical keypad limited access to a room labeled “utility closet”. Behind a sliding panel near the back of the long, narrow closet waited a second door, which required a facial scan. Only the élite members of Sevrin’s staff had been registered with the security system. Everyone else required an escort into or out of the Farm.
The primary elevator took them to the commons, which was currently empty. Good. Everyone should be hard at work. There was a freight elevator as well, but it was located on the other end of the complex, closer to the storage areas.
“Do you have specific plans for this evening? Anything I need to know about?”
Before she could answer Marat, Flynn rushed into the commons, obviously agitated about something. “It is ridiculous that I must endure these indignities every time I leave this place.” Anger tightened his features and made his voice snarl. A secret thrill raced through her body. She liked him best when he was like this, savage and impossible to control.
Always the consummate professional, Marat slipped away without another word.
Flynn advanced, yet she didn’t back down. Soon they stood toe-to-toe. He glared down at her and she breathed in his aggression, allowing his strength to soothe her in ways she would never admit. All her life she’d worked to convince those around her she was strong and ruthless, a worthy successor for her infamous father. She didn’t want a protector, didn’t need to be sheltered. But just once, it would be nice to have someone at her side, someone strong and capable, someone she could depend on and trust. Like Marat, only much younger and more attractive.
“You’re earning my trust,” she reminded him. “That’s an ongoing process.” He made a dissatisfied sound, but didn’t argue. “You were drugged the first time I brought you here. Today you were only blindfolded. My indulgence will increase as your cooperation continues.”
He grabbed the back of her neck with one hand and banded her waist with his other arm, drawing her against him with one firm yank. “You know I’ll punish you as soon as we’re alone. Is that why you continue to provoke me?”
She concealed her arousal with a bored expression. If she let him simmer for the next few hours, their nightly session would be even more intense. “The security measures are necessary. I won’t relent. Now what did you learn? How did Nazerel react to the new rules?”
Gradually his fingers loosened and he lowered his arms, taking one step back. “Nazerel wants to see you, explain his concerns face-to-face.”
“His ‘concerns’.” She laughed, already missing the firm pressure of Flynn’s hands and the nearness of his warm body. She shouldn’t allow herself to enjoy him so much. Depending on him for her pleasure gave him power over her. But she couldn’t help the cravings of her body. Flynn was by far the most entertaining hunter she’d taken to her bed and they’d barely begun to explore the pleasure they could give each other. “He agreed to submit to the new procedures?”
“Of course not. He wants you to come to him.”
“Well, the next time I have a reason for visiting Team Southwest I’ll—”
“About the name. Nazerel has secured the allegiance of all the former Team West members. They are now members of Team South, so it’s really just the new Team South house.”
Labels were an incidental detail, yet the principle frustrated Sevrin. Every time she turned around, Nazerel found a way to rub her face in his authority. The men cooperated with her because there was no viable alternative, but they chose to follow him. “What about you? You’re a member of Team West. In fact, you’re the strongest remaining member of Team West. Why did you allow Nazerel to take over your team?”
“The men no longer trust me.” His hungry gaze swept over her body as he added, “They know where my allegiance lies.”
She scoffed under her breath. If only she were so certain of his allegiance. Like the others, Flynn was manipulating the situation to his advantage in every way he could. He might willingly pleasure her body, but he didn’t trust her, sure as hells didn’t respect her. “I’ll deal with Nazerel. Did you inform the entire house or just him?”
“I told the team leader and he’ll tell the men. It’s not my place to manage his team.”
“Then how do you know he told them anything? He’s stubborn enough to ignore the new procedures and continue on as if nothing happened.”
“In which case the guards you stationed at the Team South house will start shooting. Nazerel can be irrationally stubborn, but he’s not stupid. He will never intentionally endanger his men.”
“My men,” she snapped. “You are all my men.”
“Of course, mistress. It was just a figure of speech.”
It wasn’t and they both knew it. Nazerel was the true leader of the Shadow Assassins. She was just their employer. “I have work to do. I’ll see you later.” She dismissed him with an impatient wave of her hand.
She’d had enough of stubborn employees and insubordination. She was Rodyte royalty and people would start treating her accordingly or they would find out why the name Keire was whispered with fear and awe. Quentin wasn’t as brutal as her father Pern had been. Still, anyone who underestimated a Keire was soon shown the error of their thinking.
Storming through the living quarters, she headed for Orrit’s lab with long, purposeful strides. The research wing was on the right, medical facilities on the left, security and technology straight ahead. Four smaller labs surrounded Orrit’s work area. Researchers and scientists moved freely between the five rooms, sharing information and assisting each other with complications. The sense of community was tangible. But then, she’d given them a common ground when she sent each a royal summons. They had been dragged away from their own projects, forced to abandon their families. They’d been transported to a distant planet and were basically captives until they’d each accomplished their goals. And each despised her for her heavy-handed tactics. She didn’t care if they grumbled and glared, as long as the produced results.
Orrit paused his holographic simulation as her entrance silenced the room.
“Leave us.” She didn’t need to say more, the others hustled out the nearest door.
“I’m not quite ready for a full report,” Orrit told her as she approached his workstation. With silver sprinkled dark hair and perfect posture, he looked right at home in the orderly environment.
Her temper fizzled and her curiosity engaged as she absorbed the implications of his statement. “There’s been progress since your last report?” That had been five days ago. How much could he have accomplished in less than a week?
“Significant.” He slipped his hands into the pockets of his light blue lab coat as he glared into her eyes. “You wanted results. I got you results.”
A chill teased down her spine and she paused to lick her lips. “Explain.”
“My predecessor was on the right track, but her methods were too conservative.” That didn’t explain the nature of the progress, so she simply waited for him to continue. “Breakthroughs are so named because something usually breaks so that something else can survive.”
“Stop being so damn cryptic. What have you done?”
“I’ve replicated the bonding agent and used it successfully in several live hosts.”
Shocked that he would dare such a claim—unless it was true. She moved closer. Dr. Porffer, his predecessor, had been this close before. She’d thought she isolated the hormone complex that allowed Shadow Assassins to make genetic changes in their potential mates, but each time she attempted to use the synthetic version of the complex, the results had been disastrous.
“What sort of live hosts?”
His snicker was filled with derision. “As if you need to ask. I followed the established protocols to the letter. First rats, then primates, and finally humans.”
She gasped, unable to suppress the reaction. “You’ve already tested this on humans. Why wasn’t I notified before you began?”
“I wanted to be sure of my results before I reported my findings. Dr. Porffer thought she’d succeeded too.” He slipped off his stool and moved around the raised table until nothing remained between them. He didn’t approach her, just created a clear path between them. “I want to go home. It’s insulting and demoralizing to be forced into servitude. I am a world-renowned geneticist. I deserve better treatment than this.”
An apology slid toward her lips, but she stubbornly bit it back. She was royalty. It was an honor to be chosen to serve her in any capacity. “How were you able to accomplish this so quickly?”
“All you care about it results. Don’t ask the question unless you’re prepared for an honest answer.”
Something usually breaks so that something else can survive. His words echoed through her mind, feeding her trepidation. How many Shadow Assassins had he butchered as he unlocked the secrets of their unique physiology? “How many?” Did she really want to know?
“Eleven.”
She pressed her hand against her throat, barely smothering another gasp. “Where did you get eleven Shadow Assassins? That’s more than half of those remaining on Earth.” He couldn’t have used the hunters. The two remaining suppression collars were securely locked in her private quarters. Without the collar’s debilitating effects, the earthbound Shadow Assassins would have teleported away from danger. Orrit had to have snatched his test subjects directly from Ontariese. But when, how…
His smile turned snide and he leaned his hip against the workstation. “You doubt my resourcefulness? You’re not the only one with well-placed connections. Salidan’s bonded mate might not have royal blood, but her family is every bit as powerful as yours.”
“Where did you get them?” Now she was the one glaring.
“They were on a training exercise launched from the City of Tears. I arranged for the fighters to be intercepted. Twenty Shadow Assassins were taken and the four instructors killed. Then their ships was blown up, making it look like an accident. Pieces of the instructors were littered among the debris to make the scene more believable.”
“Until they scan the body parts and realize what’s missing.” It was a paranoid concern. Even if the Ontarians suspected foul play, assassination was a far more likely crime than abduction. Many on Ontariese had reason to hate Shadow Assassins. “You said you captured twenty. Where are the other nine?”
“Four are in a holding cell. The other five are in the infirmary. Dr. Utoff is relatively certain at least two of them will survive.”
“Relatively certain? What does that mean? What exactly did your team do to them?”
Rather than reply, Orrit returned to his workstation and scooted his stool out of the way. For one infuriating moment, she though he was ignoring her questions and continuing on with his work. Then he manipulated the three-dimensional display. “Scans were insufficient. We needed direct access to the simplenata gland in their brains and, of course, their reproductive organs.”
An image of the infirmary came into view. Tall, impossibly thin Dr. Utoff moved between the beds, checking readings and adjusting levels on various consoles. Five of the six beds were occupied by men. Actually, two looked to be little more than boys. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, refusing to acknowledge the emotions compressing her chest. Three of the five males had bandages wrapped around their heads and she shuddered to think where else the poor men were bandaged.
“Which does Utoff believe will survive?” She didn’t know why she cared. She shouldn’t care. They were a means to an end, an end she’d pursued her entire adult life.
“It was impossible to access the simpenata gland without causing significant damage to the surrounding tissue. Utoff is squeamish about euthanasia, so he’s basically waiting for those three to die. The other two tolerated the procedures well, but I’m not sure they’ll want to live without their reproductive organs. Warrior types are strange about things like that. If they insist on death once they’ve learned what we’ve done, I’ll dispose of them while Utoff is elsewhere.”
Shocked and repelled, she just stared at the image. They’d been systematically mutilated, analyzed and dissected while they were still alive. And these were the lucky ones. Eleven others hadn’t even survived the ruthless experimentation. Sevrin shivered as bile rose into the back of her throat.
Her reaction would have infuriated her father. Keires are stronger than this. Keires have ruled for centuries because of our brutal convictions. Pull it together, girl! His deep, demanding voice echoed through her memories.
Gradually, cold detachment spread through Sevrin, easing the pressure in her chest and turning her heart back to ice. They were criminals, assassins. At least this way their deaths had meaning. “And the human test subjects? How many are there and how have they tolerated the transmutation?”
Orrit made a quick adjustment to the display as he said, “This is the first female injected with the synthetic compound. Her transition began four days ago.”
The image of a holding cell appeared, a pale blonde woman curled up on her side across the bunk. She stared across the room, her features devoid of expression. “Is her transformation complete? Is she just depressed or were there complications?”
Orrit shrugged and a lingering spark of guilt pinged Sevrin’s soul. How could he be so indifferent to their suffering? Was the man incapable of emotion? “Utoff isn’t sure. He’s familiar with human physiology, but this procedure has never been done before. Her vital signs are stable, but she’s been largely unresponsive for the past two days. Utoff has been unable to determine if it’s a psychological response to captivity or if her brain chemistry was adversely affected by the transformation.”
But the female was still alive and the mutation appeared to be stable. This was a much better outcome than Dr. Porffer achieved. “And the others?”
“There is only one, so far.” He called up the image of a different holding cell. This female sat on the bunk, a tablet computer in her hands, absently scrolling through the pages of an electronic book. “Salidan injected her with nanites before we gave her the compound. The nanites were able to regulate the transition, making it less traumatic and creating a more stable result.”
Sevrin had always thought nanites played an important part in the transformation. That was why she’d insisted that Salidan join the team. At first her uncle refused, insisting that he couldn’t be without Salidan for even a few weeks. Salidan was brilliant, his work years ahead of any other nanotechnologist in their star system. Besides, Salidan’s bonded mate was from the highest echelon of society. Not even the Crown Stirate angered those families without a damn good reason. As a last resort, Sevrin had reminded her uncle that completing this project had been her father’s dying wish. It was emotional blackmail, but Quentin finally relented and issued a royal summons to Salidan. Apparently, Sevrin’s instincts had been right. It seemed unlikely that Orrit would have progressed this far without Salidan’s involvement.
“Both of these females are human-Ontarian hybrids?” she asked.
Orrit nodded as he deactivated his display. “Unfortunately, the male who’s DNA we replicated was only marginally gifted, so neither of these females will have significant abilities. We wanted to perfect the process before attempting to incorporate the genetic pattern of any of the hunters.”
“I understand.” She was torn by the progress. They were closer to her goal than ever before and yet several intimidating obstacles remained. She wanted this so badly, she was almost afraid to hope. “We might have a ready supply of Shadow Assassins, but only a few are truly gifted.”
“Yet that is the next step.” He slipped his hands back into his pockets and moved to the corner of the table. “With your permission, I’d like to attempt a conversion using Flynn’s DNA as a pattern for our formula.”
She carefully guarded her expression and kept her tone conversational. “Will he be harmed by the procedure?”
Orrit chuckled. “None of us would dare harm your favorite pet, your highness. All I require is a blood sample and a reasonable amount of his ejaculate.”
She nodded, having already revealed too much with her concern. “I’d like the female to be a human-Rodyte hybrid this time. Will that complicate the experiment?”
Again his amusement was obvious, the gleam in his eyes knowing. “It requires a different formula. Luckily, I’m almost finished with the Rodyte version of the compound. Still, it makes more sense to introduce one new variable at a time. If a human-Ontarian female tolerates Flynn’s pattern, I’ll then attempt a Rodyte conversion.”
“All right.” He watched her silently, so she added, “You’ve done very well. I’m pleased.”
Rather than the beaming smile she expected, he acknowledged the praise with a subtle nod and went right back to work.
* * * * *
Morgan looked up from her laptop as Elias knocked on the doorframe to her office. The door had been open, as per usual, but Morgan had been engrossed in her task. As per usual too. “How’s Roxie?” After a few keystrokes, likely to close the program, Morgan lowered the screen and folded her hands on top of the small computer.
Elias crossed to the chairs in front of her desk and sat. He wasn’t sure how to answer. There was something about Roxie that bothered him. He was convinced everything she’d told him was true, and yet he hesitated to share what he’d learned. He felt an unmistakable need to protect her, though he couldn’t identify the cause of his unease. He’d never lied to Morgan, never intentionally deceived her. So why was he tempted to do so now?
He wanted to smuggle Roxie out of the compound and stash her somewhere safe. Safe? He sighed. If Sevrin Keire sent one of the Shadow Assassins after Roxie, he’d be completely outmatched. It wasn’t something a former Army Ranger cared to admit, but he wouldn’t let his pride compromise his ability to protect her.
“Did you need something or were you just lonely?” Though Morgan’s face remained serene, amusement shone in her bright blue eyes.
Most saw Morgan as cold and unapproachable. Elias knew better, had spent enough time with her to see beyond her professional reserve. Morgan was driven, but she wasn’t cold. “Roxie wasn’t surprised to learn she’d been tattooing aliens. She’d already figured out as much on her own.”
“Had she figured out anything we don’t already know?” Her thumb tapped out a rhythm on the laptop.
“Sevrin used a language infuser on her.”
Her hands stilled then she slid the laptop aside. “Why?”
“She wanted Roxie to spy on the men and Roxie didn’t speak Rodyte.”
“Did it work?” She sounded skeptical though her suspicion didn’t show on her face. “Was Roxie able to listen in on the men’s conversations?”
“Yeah, she was.”
“And did she learn anything interesting?”
“They said something about being stuck on this planet and not trusting humans. They didn’t know she could hear them, so they stopped being careful about what they said.”
“And they didn’t say anything more damning than that? Are you sure she told you everything?”
Elias shrugged. “I was surprised she told me anything. She has no reason to trust me.”
“Everyone trusts you. You just have one of those faces.” She leaned back into her chair, her gaze turning distant and thoughtful. “No wonder Roxie has taken all this in stride. We’re not nearly as scary as Sevrin. But it’s not like Sevrin to be this careless.”
“I agree.” Elias scooted to the edge of his seat. “Which is why I can’t help wondering if Sevrin had another reason for wanting Roxie to know what’s going on.”
Morgan’s gaze narrowed and her lips thinned as she considered his theory. “What does Sevrin gain by enlightening a human tattoo artist?”
“Free ink?” When she just stared at him without changing her expression, he asked, “What if she’s not human?”
“Roxie’s not in the notebook. I already checked.”
“That just means she wasn’t a result of the Dirty Dozen’s escapades. She could still be a hybrid.”
“So ask Lor to scan her. We need to figure out why Sevrin is so fascinated with Roxie before we can even consider letting her go.”
Pushing back his chair, Elias stood, but he didn’t immediately leave the office. “Can I at least let her out of the holding cell? She really has been cooperative.”
“Only if you shadow her. I can’t have her wandering into restricted areas and our little tattoo artist strikes me as the type who would have no problem nosing around.”
He agreed with her assessment of Roxie’s nature, but hated the implications for him. “I can’t babysit her indefinitely. I do have other responsibilities.”
“Not anymore.” The corners of her mouth twitched as if she was fighting a smile. “Roxie’s your only assignment until further notice. Find out everything you can about her, favorite color, childhood friends, hobbies, favorite sexual position. Compile a complete background. No detail is irrelevant. We have to figure out why Sevrin wants her, and Roxie likely doesn’t realize what she knows. Understood?”
“Understood.” He tried not to sound as frustrated as he felt. He was good at interrogating certain types of prisoners. That didn’t mean he enjoyed doing it.
“And try not to make it feel like an interrogation. Just get her talking and see where it leads.”
“Got it.” Trying to change Morgan’s mind was always an exercise in futility, so he turned and left without further argument.
His footsteps dragged as he went in search of Lor. First and foremost, they needed to make sure Sevrin hadn’t implanted more than the Rodyte language inside Roxie’s head. Then he’d take her to the mess hall or officers’ lounge. Roxie wasn’t the only one going stir-crazy inside that holding cell.
Lor was in the communal office the Mystic Militia used more like a small lounge. Some of the technology cluttering the small corner desk had been given to them by Morgan, but more of it was obviously Ontarian and he could only guess at its purpose. Elias paused in the doorway, tapping on the open door as he’d done with Morgan.
“What can I do for you?” Lor asked as he looked up from some sort of holographic report.
“Do you have a minute to scan Roxie?”
“What’s the nature of her aliment? Odintar might be a better choice.”
“There’s nothing wrong with her. Sevrin used a language infuser on her and we need to make sure nothing else was transferred during the process. Also, we’d like to know if she’s a hybrid.”
“Of course.” Lor deactivated his display with a wave of his hand and joined Elias in the hallway. “Roxie spent hours alone with the Shadow Assassins, was she able to tell you anything useful?”
“Not really. She’d figured out they weren’t human before she encountered you and Odintar, but she kept things strictly professional.”
“Or so she claims.”
Elias glared at Lor’s profile. Why did everyone assume Roxie was sleeping with her customers? Probably because her customers were sex-starved men who didn’t take no for an answer. It was hard to believe that none of the Shadow Assassins had at least attempted to seduce Roxie. “She tattooed them, nothing more.” Echoing her words made Elias smile. When and why had he become her champion?
Roxie was the most compelling combination of rebellion and vulnerability. She wasn’t the most beautiful female he’d ever seen. Morgan’s features were closer to the classical standards of beauty, yet Roxie’s unconventional appearance intrigued him. Not that her appeal mattered. The demands of this project made anything resembling a social life almost impossible.
He triggered the electronic lock with a palm scan then slipped his key into the deadbolt. No power outage was going to compromise the security of this facility.
Roxie was sitting on the bunk, right side up this time, with her long legs crossed in front of her.
“I am so damn bored! I’m going insane.” She noticed Lor and tensed, swinging her legs over the side of the bunk. “Am I going somewhere?”
Lor moved forward, which forced Elias aside. “I am capable of more than teleportation.”
“Yeah well, that ability is the only one I’m interested in. If you’re not here to take me home, you can leave now.”
Lor didn’t react to her belligerence, at least not outwardly. “It’s possible Sevrin used the language infuser to transfer something other than a language into your mind. If such is the case, wouldn’t you like to know?”
She stared at Lor then looked at Elias, her gaze softly pleading. “What do you think she transferred?”
“We don’t know that she transferred anything.” She’d looked to him for reassurance, so he kept his tone easy and light. “We’re just trying to figure out why she’s fixated on you.”
“This will not harm you in any way,” Lor assured her.
She scoffed, throwing him an annoyed glance. “That’s what she said too.”
Lor clasped his hands behind his back. “I will not enter your mind without permission, but this is in your best interest.”
Elias brushed past Lor and sat next to Roxie on the narrow bunk. He tried not to crowd her but the confines of the room made it impossible. “How much do you know about your parents?”
Her brow furrowed and she scooted back far enough to bring her bent knee onto the bunk between them. Okay, maybe he wasn’t as much a reassurance as he’d thought. “What do my parents have to do with anything?”
“Were you raised by your biological parents?” Lor asked.
“I don’t have to talk to you about this.”
Elias leaned back against the wall in a futile attempt at appearing relaxed. “You don’t have to talk to us about anything, but you’re not going home until we figure out why Sevrin wants you so badly. Answering our questions and allowing this scan could bring you closer to going home.”
“Fine.” She huffed. “Scan me.”
The questions had been meant to secure her permission for the scan, so he allowed the evasion. He motioned Lor forward, but the Mystic just smiled. Elias should have realized a Master-level Mage didn’t need to touch someone to scan them.
She is definitely a hybrid, but her origins are murky. I sense Rodyte strongly. The other components are less clear. Lor’s gaze narrowed as he pushed deeper or scanned more broadly. “I sense something—” Suddenly he rushed forward and pressed his hands to either side of Roxie’s head.
She grabbed his wrists, trying to force his hands away. “Stop it! What are you—” She screamed and Elias jumped up, prepared to drag Lor off her.
The Mystic turned her loose and straightened. “There was a nano-tracker. I disabled it.”
Elias whispered a curse under his breath. “But she’s been here for hours.”
“The signal wasn’t strong. It couldn’t have penetrated the shields.”
“Morgan still needs to know. This is technically a breach in security.”
Lor nodded. “I’m heading back in that direction. I can inform her if you prefer.”
Elias took one look at Roxie’s pale face and wide uncertain eyes and returned Lor’s nod. “Please do.”
“Wait.” She came alive suddenly, scooting to the edge of the bunk. “Did you sense anything else? Was my brain damaged by the infusion or that tracker thing?”
“I sensed no damage and the nano-tracker was the only anomaly.” Lor offered her a belated smile. “You’re fine.”
Elias waited until Lor left to speak again. “Would you like to go for a walk? I’m sure you’re sick of this room by now.”
“Walks generally lead back to where they started. Are you going to lock me up again as soon as you’re finished walking me?”
He smiled. Her spirit was much easier to deal with than her depression. At least it was for him. When she turned fearful and uncertain, he wanted to wrap his arms around her and comfort her in completely unprofessional ways. “That’s the offer. Take it or leave it.”
“Oh, I’ll take it.” She hopped up off the bunk as if it were electrified. “Anything’s better than staying here.”
They were in the middle of the dinner hour, so the mess hall would be packed and he couldn’t take her outside without revealing clues about their location. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea. The compound was in the middle of nowhere. It might do her good to realize any escape attempt would be pointless.
He scanned open the door and motioned her out into the hallway. Her steps were quick and purposeful, yet she took in her surroundings with obvious interest. There wasn’t really much to see in this section of the complex, well-lit corridors leading to offices and store rooms. All the good stuff was kept in the high-security zones.
She didn’t hesitate until she reached the first intersection. Then she glanced up at him and asked, “Where to?”
Left was a more direct route to the main elevators, but the corridor also led past the mess hall. If Roxie caused a scene, Morgan would insist she stay locked up. He turned right, his fingers lightly brushing the small of her back, which was left bare by her cropped tank top. She looked up again as awareness pulsed between them, alive with tension and electricity.
She allowed his touch, neither twisting away from nor pressing into the light contact. “Why did you ask about my parents?” She shifted her gaze back to the hallway ahead of them, but the awareness lingered.
Her skin was soft and warm, beckoning further exploration. He wanted to venture under her shirt, caress her back and shoulders as he pushed the fabric higher. But he resisted temptation, stubbornly keeping his hand at the small of her back. “I think you know why.”
“You think I’m an alien.”
“No.” He paused for a smile. “I think one of your parents was. Tell me about them.”
She hesitated, obviously uncomfortable with the subject. “I was raised by my maternal aunt. I know nothing about my father.”
He quickly guided her past the living quarters and into the lesser used corridors. Their steps echoed off the walls, making the area seem abandoned. “What happened to your mother?”
“Hit and run. The police told us the driver was likely drunk, but Aunt Shelia never believed them.”
Pain rippled through her words and he nearly let the subject drop. But his assignment was to compile a detailed background on Roxie and they had barely begun. “What did your aunt think happened?”
Roxie glanced up at him and then away. “She thought it was deliberate, that Mom was murdered.”
Her tone hinted at skepticism. All he saw in her eyes was grief. “Did your mother have enemies, someone who benefited from her death?”
Anxious energy sped her steps, taking her body just out of reach. “I was only six when it happened and Aunt Shelia was a mess. She pulled it together enough to take care of me, but she was never the same.”
They reached the secondary elevators and Elias summoned a car. Without physical contact she felt very far away. Still, she was too tense now for Elias to risk touching her again. He kept his questions conversational. They were just two strangers getting to know each other. Hopefully, Roxie wouldn’t figure out that she was still being questioned. “What was your aunt like before your mother’s death?”
“Fun-loving and happy.” She followed him into the elevator, staying just out of reach. “After Mom died, she never smiled and seemed really paranoid. We moved at least once a year and never kept the same phone number. She was convinced someone was after us, that the people who murdered Mom were going to get us too.”
They stepped out of the elevator and he hurried her away from the transport hangers. Keys to all of the vehicles were kept under guard, but he wouldn’t put it past Roxie to know how to hotwire a car. Unless her appearance and demeanor were a total façade, but that didn’t seem likely. “Except for continually moving you around, did she provide for the rest of your needs?”
“I was clothed and fed, but she completely checked out as I became more self-sufficient.”
Despite his determination to remain objective, his gut clenched. They’d barely scratched the surface of her past and already he could sense a creeping darkness, a foreshadowing of the horrors to come. “That couldn’t have been healthy. Many adolescents require more supervision than children.”
Her lips curved into a smile, but regret shadowed her gaze. “I was a regular hell-raiser during my teens, but Aunt Shelia had nothing to do with it. I have no one to blame but myself for all the crap I went through.”
Her insistence revealed more than she realized. She obviously felt guilty about the choices she’d made, yet some part of her still longed for her aunt’s attention. “Is she still alive?”
She shook her head, but offered no other information.
He peeled back the emotions and reviewed the facts as he led her out a side door of the small above-ground building. Her mother had died under suspicious circumstances and her aunt never again felt safe. “Did your mother and Shelia share both parents?”
“Same mother, different fathers.” Even in the shade created by the structure, the desert setting was oppressively hot. Roxie stood beside him and looked around, taking in the endless arid vista with a combination of wonder and dread. “Are there even roads out here?” She crossed her arms over her chest and pressed her back against the side of the building as if she were trying to hide from the heat.
“SUVs are advisable, but there are dirt roads. Did you ever meet any of your grandparents?”
She shot him an annoyed look and shook her head. “Why is my genealogy so fascinating to you?”
“During one of our raids, we recovered a notebook with information on the women the Shadow Assassins are targeting.” It was bait. He’d reveal a little to gain a whole lot more.
Her eyes rounded and she turned toward him, her shoulder pressed against the wall. “Am I in the notebook?”
“No, but the women who are have one thing in common.”
“They’re all part alien?”
“We call them hybrids, and yes, when Lor scanned you just now, he confirmed our suspicion that you’re more than human.”
“Could he tell what sort of alien…” She shook her head and pushed off the wall. “This is too weird.” She walked to the corner of the building and stared out into nothingness. “My mother slept with an alien.”
The utter disbelief in her tone made him smile. Considering all they’d thrown at her, she was coping remarkably well. “It’s possible she had no idea what he was. As you’ve seen, they can be pretty damn convincing when they want to appear human.”
She turned as he approached, her eyes wide and shimmering. “Was Aunt Sheila right? Have they been chasing me my entire life?”
“I don’t know.” Very slowly, he placed his hand on her upper arm. She didn’t flinch or turn away and his pulse sped up.
“I was so relieved when Sevrin told me they were leaving. I just want this to be over.” Gradually, she seemed to melt into him, pressing her forehead against his shoulder while only allowing the merest hint of contact with the rest of his body.
“You’re safe now,” he whispered, gently stroking her hair. “We’ll make sure no one can harm you.”
“I found her, you know. She was in the bathtub, water running, but the radio wasn’t on. She always turned on the radio when she showered. I know it was staged.”
It took him a minute to realize she was talking about Sheila. Her mother had been hit by a car, so she had to be talking about her aunt. “Did you tell the cops?”
Her head shifted back and forth, but she didn’t look at him. “I’d just turned fifteen and was decked out in Goth makeup. They didn’t believe a word I said.”
He wrapped his arm around her waist and slowly pulled her against him. She tensed, shivered, then relaxed into the embrace, and Elias could hardly breathe. She felt so tiny pressed against him, small, yet soft and warm.
The last thing he wanted was to continue his questioning. He wanted to comfort her, drive away the painful memories, not rub her face in them. But this was his mission, his obligation, and it was important that they understand Roxie’s connection to the enemy.
He swallowed past the sudden dryness in his throat and forced out the next question. “Where did you go? Did you have any other relatives?”
“Group home,” she whispered. “I stayed eleven days then realized I didn’t need that sort of bullshit.” She kept her face pressed against his throat, but he made out every heart-rending word. “This hallelujah couple ran the place and did their best to maintain order, but most of those kids had been in the system all their lives. They knew nothing but intimidation and violence.”
It didn’t take a clairvoyant to figure out where this story led. He didn’t want to hear it, didn’t want to think about Roxie being harmed in any way. But it was obvious she needed to talk and needed someone to listen. That rational was easier than admitting he was still doing his job. “Why did you leave?”
Her arms tightened around him and her breath shuddered out against his skin. “The two oldest boys cornered me in a shed and told me I had to blow them or they’d beat the shit out of me. I opted for the beating, but two days later they came after me again.”
She didn’t elaborate and his hands clenched into fists. It was too easy to picture a younger, more rebellious Roxie trying to fight off two older boys. He had to work hard to keep his embrace supportive. His anger would only add to her pain. “Did you tell anyone what they’d done?”
“What they tried to do.” Her voice was stronger now, though her hair concealed her face. “I went sort of crazy the second time and gave even better than I got. I left them both dazed and bleeding on the floor of the garage and didn’t look back. I stuffed my things into a backpack, ‘borrowed’ some money from the hallelujah woman’s purse, then hit the road. Aunt Shelia had taught me how to avoid attention and how not to leave a trail.”
He eased her back, needing to see her face. “You’ve been on your own since you were fifteen?”
She blinked back tears though miraculously her cheeks remained dry. He shouldn’t be surprised by her composure. She’d had many years to learn how to suppress emotion and focus only on survival. “Life on my own wasn’t that much different. Like I said, Aunt Sheila checked out long before she died.”
“But where did you stay? What did you do for money?”
“Do you really need to hear it?” She pushed against his chest and twisted out of his arms. “Street kids only have two options.”
“Drugs or p-rostitution?” He stumbled over the last word. It was a common enough story. It had just never felt personal before. They weren’t speaking in abstracts, describing the unfortunate reality no one could seem to change. This was Roxie’s life, what she’d endured, how she’d survived.
“I wasn’t about to sell myself, but I had to eat.” She stood beside him again, leaning back against the wall. And with each word she retreated deeper into a protective indifference. “I started out as a courier and pretended I didn’t know what I was delivering. Then one of the dealers, a guy named Smoke, noticed me. And it wasn’t the sort of attention I wanted to attract.”
He braced himself for the worst. Stories like this never had happy endings. “What did you do?”
“I was about to take off again. I wasn’t willing to whore myself for anyone. But he had a girlfriend named Jodi. She was literally a swimsuit model. I couldn’t figure out why he’d want a skinny, foulmouthed, street rat when he had someone like her. One day I got brave and told her that Smoke had been eyeing me for weeks. She laughed and promised me that his interest wasn’t sexual.”
“Then what did he want?”
“He wanted a street-smart girl with the sort of face and figure that would allow her to stroll into high-class clubs and exclusive parties without raising an eyebrow. Jodi had done the job for a while, but he didn’t want her directly involved with the drugs anymore.”
“But he had no problem with you being involved?”
She shrugged away his concern. “I was already involved. Besides, I wasn’t sleeping with him.”
“Expensive nightclubs and private parties sound like a huge step up from the streets.”
“No kidding. They cleaned me up and refined my speech until I could pass for a rich party girl. I was still a courier, but now I drove a Mercedes and traveled with a body guard.”
The pieces were starting to fit together, so he tried to steer the conversation back toward the present. “How did you go from being a high class courier to owning Unique Ink?”
 



 
 
Chapter Four
 
The past pulled at Roxie like a silent vacuum. She’d made so many mistakes, so many bad decisions, and yet she’d survived. She’d staggered out of the darkness with her soul mostly intact. Wasn’t that an accomplishment to be celebrated?
“I broke the first rule of surviving as part of a drug ring.” Why was she telling Elias all of this? He wanted to know about her connection to the Shadow Assassins, not her misspent youth.
“What rule is that?”
“Never use the product.” She looked up at him and sighed. How could such an intimidating man be so easy to talk to? He was solid muscle from head to toe, yet his eyes were kind, patient. Maybe he’d slipped something into her coffee that made her talkative. She’d known Jett and Tess for months before she told them about any of this.
“Is that even possible? That would be like working for a rock band and not liking music.”
“I never stayed at the parties after the package was delivered and most deliveries were made before the real partying started. I avoided it all whenever possible.”
“Then why did you start using?” There was no condemnation in his tone, just calm curiosity.
That was part of the reason she kept talking. Elias didn’t judge, didn’t make her feel ashamed or foolish. Still, she wasn’t completely blind to what he was doing. This wasn’t a first date. He didn’t want to know her better. He was trying to figure out why Sevrin had targeted her. And Roxie wanted to know too. Maybe an outsider would see something in her past that she was too emotional to understand. “A particularly nasty customer insisted that I sample the goods and I wasn’t in a position to refuse. My body guard got me out of there before any real harm was done, but I liked the way the drugs made me feel. I really liked it.”
“Are we talking cocaine or something worse?”
“The deliveries were usually a mixture of substances, so I tried all sorts of things. I’d seen what crack and meth can do, so I never went near either. My poison of choice was good old-fashioned cocaine. Well, I was pretty fond of ecstasy too.” She shook her head and pushed away from the wall. “I don’t even know why I’m telling you all this. It has nothing to do with the alien invasion.”
He lightly caught her arm and drew her gaze to his. “You can’t stop in the middle of the story. The aliens aren’t going anywhere.” He was so damn appealing with his green-gold eyes and teasing smile. The distinct waves in his dark hair made her want to run her fingers through the soft-looking strands. How could anyone resist his lazy charm? “How’d ya get out? Once you’re in that deep, it’s harder than hell to make a clean break.” When he relaxed and become engrossed in the conversation, his Texas roots crept back into his speech. She’d always thought the accent sort of annoying, but Elias made it sound sexy.
“My break wasn’t even close to clean.” She eased her arm out of his grasp and stared out across the desert. She felt empty like their surroundings, dry and nearly void of life. “I got swept up in a police raid with a purse full of our best products. I didn’t have a criminal record, but I was in the system, so it didn’t take them long to figure out who I was. They told me if I provided them with names and locations of all the pivotal players in our network, they’d send me to rehab instead of jail.”
“Did you cooperate?”
She glanced at him with a soft smirk, but inside her heart was breaking. “Their interrogator was almost as good as you are. I’ve always been a sucker for the soft approach. Besides, I was so strung out by then I didn’t know what I was doing. They convinced me Smoke would kill me even if I kept my mouth shut. They were probably right. He was a ruthless son of a bitch.” She released a long, ragged sigh as an image formed within her mind, an image that frequently haunted her dreams and filled her with bitter regret. She saw silky dark hair, kind brown eyes, and the perfect body of a swimsuit model. “I felt guilty as hell helping the cops. I know drugs destroy lives, but Smoke and Jodi rescued me from the streets. They took better care of me than my family had.”
“You were a valuable commodity. Smoke was protecting his investment.”
“I know.” She fought back a wave of grief, cold and hollow like the echo of an emotion that had long since done its damage. “They picked up Jodi and several of the other curriers the same night they caught me. They promised they’d leak several different stories so Smoke and his bosses wouldn’t know who gave them up. I didn’t tell them much. I didn’t know that much. No one was stupid enough to tell me anything important. But I provided the missing pieces to a puzzle they’d been working on for months, maybe years. Before it was over, they’d dismantled one of the largest drug networks in the Southwest.” She lapsed into silence, unable to find words capable of explaining what came next.
“Did Smoke or one of the others come after you?” Elias reached out for her again, but she wasn’t ready to be touched. Even after all these years the wound was still raw and painful.
She shook her head as her lips began to tremble. “The cover story worked a little too well. Jodi’s body was found in an alley a few days later. Her tongue had been cut out.”
“I’m sorry.” He pressed his hand against the wall beside her shoulder, his body easily within reach.
All she had to do was turn toward him and accept the comfort he offered, but she didn’t feel worthy of comfort. With another unconvincing shrug, she concluded, “Jodi had been kind to me, protected me from more abuse and danger, and she paid for my weakness with her life.”
“It wasn’t weakness to cooperate with the police. They left you no choice.”
A sharp, humorless laugh escaped her throat. “Says my current interrogator. Maybe you’re the one in danger. Dead bodies tend to pile up wherever I go.”
“I’ll risk it.” He caught a strand of her hair and wrapped it around his finger. How many ways could he find of touching her without actually touching her? And she wanted his touch, ached for the shelter of his strong arms. But she didn’t deserve compassion, much less comfort. “Were you still a minor?”
“No such luck. I’d turned eighteen three months before the raid.”
He released her hair as his warm gaze moved over her face. “So they sent you to rehab?”
“I told them the punishment had to be more severe or it would seem suspicious. But I ended up with this bleeding-heart judge who felt like the system had failed me.”
“I can’t imagine why,” he flared, his expression suddenly fierce. “The system did fail you. You survived the only way you could.”
She shrugged again, trying to recapture her protective detachment. Compassion shone in his eyes and it was obvious he wanted to kiss her. She just didn’t understand why. They’d known each other for less than a day. How could he possibly have any sort of feelings for her? She was his prisoner. “The judge suspended my two-year sentence with the condition that any infraction, regardless of how minor, would reinstate the sentence. Then I went to an in-house rehab center for ninety days. When I was released from rehab, I was on probation for the remainder of the two years.” Succinct and factual, she recited the events like a shopping list. Though unspoken, she hoped the message was clear. She was finished talking about her past.
“When did you become a tattoo artist?”
Fine. She could compromise. This was still technically the past but the events were more recent and more applicable to the current situation. “Drawing had always been an emotional outlet for me, sometimes the only one I had. I’d had more than one teacher tell me I had raw talent. But it was my probation officer who encouraged me to take classes at a community college. The art classes led to private lessons and my interest in tattooing flowed naturally out of my love for art, and my nonconformist personality.”
A soft smile curved his lips without parting them. “Didn’t you win a TV contest or something?”
She nodded. “I came in second on the show, but it helped me build a fan base and develop name recognition. That made it possible for me to secure financing so I could open Unique Ink.”
“Well, no one can deny all you’ve accomplished. You should be proud of how far you’ve come.”
“I am.” Still, it was hard to escape the shadows cast by her past.
He pushed off the wall and motioned toward the door behind him. “Ready to head back inside? It’s hot as hell out here.”
“Not a chance.” She was more than ready to change the subject, however, so she turned and faced him. “You just heard my entire life story. I want to hear yours.”
He laughed. “I’m no mystery. I’ll tell you anything you want to know, but I’m getting dehydrated out here. Let’s find somewhere cooler so we can finish our conversation.”
“Cooler” shouldn’t be hard to find. He was right. It was hot and miserable outside. They retraced their steps, using the same elevator to return to one of three belowground levels. She hadn’t seen much of the complex except hallways and locked doors, but it was much bigger than she’d first thought.
“Does this place have a name?” She did her best to sound casual.
“We call it the Bunker.”
“Fitting. And how many people are stationed at the Bunker?”
He chuckled. “I guess I should have qualified my offer. I’ll tell you anything you want to know about me. Anything else has to be approved by Morgan and she hasn’t been in a generous mood lately.”
Morgan? It took her mind a second to produce a face to go with the name. When the image formed, she grimaced. The snooty red-haired bitch. Poor Elias. “How long have you worked for Morgan?”
“I’ve worked for the program for two years. Morgan has been my direct supervisor for the last nine months.”
Roxie was more interested in his story than hallways she’d already seen, so they walked much faster now. “Why did you decide to join the military?”
“I come from a long line of military professionals. Dad made it to general before he retired. Mom started out as an Army medic and later became a nurse. She’s retired now too. My grandfather was a Navy pilot. Both my brothers are in the military. One’s a Navy SEAL the other a Marine. It never occurred to me to pursue any other career path.”
She’d labeled him a soldier when she first saw him, so the information didn’t surprise her at all. “Which branch did you join?”
“Army. I served for three years then became a Ranger. I’d been a Ranger for six years when, much to my father’s chagrin, I was recruited by the FBI. He still refers to it as my demotion.”
Many military personnel had a general distrust of government agents. Even she knew that. “How’d you end up chasing aliens?” They turned down a wide corridor she was pretty sure they hadn’t used before. New territory was good and anything was preferable to being locked in the holding cell.
“I was working a kidnapping case when I first crossed paths with Morgan.” He ushered Roxie inside a large cafeteria. The kitchen staff was tearing down and the subtle disorder of the tables and chairs indicated recent use.
“Where is everyone?”
“The kitchen stops serving at six thirty. Looks like we just missed dinner.”
She chuckled at the evasion. “I’m still digesting that hamburger, but you didn’t answer my question.”
“Some of the staff have gone back to work, the rest are in the living quarters or one of the common areas like the gym.”
“Does everyone eat at the same time?” She looked around, trying to gauge the maximize occupancy of the room.
He leaned down and whispered in her ear, “Just because a room seats over a hundred doesn’t mean all of the chairs are used.”
They helped themselves to fountain drinks then sat at a six-person table near the door, away from the clatter, and curious stares, coming from the kitchen.
“Sorry for the distraction. You were in the FBI, about to meet Morgan.” She took a sip of her cola as she waited for his tale to resume.
“Morgan claimed to have been dispatched from a different office, but her involvement didn’t make sense to me. I tried to be courteous and respectful, but it was obvious she was trying to take over.”
“Morgan trying to take over?” She laughed, savoring the simple pleasure of cool air and a refreshing drink. “I can’t even imagine it.”
“I know her better than you do. Morgan isn’t always such a hard-ass.”
Her brow arched as she fiddled with her straw. “I’ll have to take your word for it. She’s certainly been all business with me.”
“Military men will take advantage of any hint of weakness, especially in a female commander.”
“Wow, that’s not sexist at all.”
He leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest, tension creeping into his expression. “It might be sexist, but it’s reality. She’s had to work really hard to earn the respect of the people she commands.”
“Does someone have a crush on his CO?”
He smiled. “Is someone trying to annoy me?”
She returned his smile then paused for a sip of soda before digressing to the original subject. “You were working a kidnapping case.”
“All I’d been told was that a seven-year-old girl had been snatched from her school by someone the child knew. Morgan told me she believed the child’s father was the culprit and I had nothing that indicated otherwise.”
“Did you find the little girl?”
“We did and not a moment too soon. Her father had her in this amazing ship and was just about to take off. The entire thing went down so fast Morgan didn’t have time to warn me, so you can imagine my shock when I was faced with an honest to God spaceship.”
“Dad was an alien?”
He nodded. “We returned the girl to her mother and deported Dad. Then Morgan and I had a nice long talk. She told me she had an opening and wanted to know if I’d consider working for a black ops organization focused on mitigating conflicts with extraterrestrial life forms. I already had a top level security clearance, so the transfer was simple. As far as the rest of the world is concerned, I still work for the FBI. Occasionally I’m asked about my current assignment, but no one is too surprised when I tell them I can’t discuss it.”
He made it all sound so common, so ordinary, while Roxie still felt stunned. “How many planets have visited Earth?”
“Generally it’s the inhabitants who visit not the planets,” he corrected with a playful smile.
She glared at him. “You know what I mean.”
“The inhabitants of thirty-two different planets have allowed us to know of their visits. We suspect there have been quite a few more.”
Her head shook in automatic denial. He had no reason to lie about the statistic, but her mind still resisted the information. “How long has this been going on?” Sevrin and her boys weren’t an isolated incident. All sorts of aliens had been toying with humanity.
“Hundreds, perhaps thousands of years.”
“Then why doesn’t the public know about this. They/we have a right to know.”
“Humans still slaughter each other over lines on a map. Can you imagine how they/we would react if they realized aliens were living among us? Most of the visitors are just curious. They study us for a while and then move on. There have been some creative trade agreements, but for the most part, we don’t have much to offer people who have mastered interstellar travel. It would be like us negotiating a treaty with cavemen. We’re just not that interesting to them.”
“And none of the visitors have been hostile? None have posed a danger to…” Her words trailed away as she answered her own question. “Shadow Assassins pose a significant danger to the general public and still they’re kept in the dark.”
“It’s necessary,” he insisted.
“I don’t agree with all the secrecy.”
“Humans are volatile and unpredictable. This sort of threat would panic the general public and endanger even more lives. The Shadow Assassins are focused on hybrid females. Nothing is gained by including the general public in the conflict.”
She wasn’t sure she agreed with him, but there was no point in arguing about it. “So did anything I tell you help you figure out why Sevrin wants me?”
He rubbed his chin as he considered the question. “I’m not sure. I don’t think she’s interested in anything you’ve done. I think the answer lies in who you are.”
“Which brings us back to my parents?” She sighed.
Before he could answer, Morgan came bustling into the room. She was out of breath and tendrils of her upswept hair had come loose to frame her face. “I’ve searched this entire base for you. Where the hell did you take her?”
“Just outside the transport hangers.” He shoved his drink aside and scooted back from the table. “What’s the matter?”
Morgan smoothed her hair back from her face and took a deep breath. She glanced at Roxie but continued to converse with Elias. “May I speak with you in the corridor for a moment?”
Roxie bristled. “If this has to do with me, I want to hear it. People need to stop talking about me and start talking to me.”
“All right.” Morgan rested her hands on the back of the chair directly across from Roxie, but made no move to pull it out. She didn’t want to give up the power position of standing while others sat. “Lor assured me that the nano-tracker he disabled wasn’t strong enough to transmit through our shields. However, Sevrin would have lost contact with the tracker as soon as Lor teleported you here.”
“That’s not my fault. It’s not as if I asked to be kidnapped.”
“I’m not ascribing blame.” Morgan paused and her expression turned thoughtful. “The longer you remain here, the more suspicious Sevrin will become.”
“What are you thinking?” Elias seemed particularly guarded, as if he wasn’t happy with Morgan’s interruption.
“Sevrin knows we’ve had contact with Roxie, that can’t be avoided. But with everything that happened immediately after Jillian left Unique Ink, it’s likely Sevrin won’t conclude that we’ve had Roxie this entire time.”
“What are you talking about?” Afraid Morgan would just ignore her, Roxie looked at Elias for the explanation. “What happened to Jillian after she left my shop?”
“Sevrin tried to murder Jillian’s father, but she sensed his peril,” Elias told her. “They brought him here and Odintar was barely able to save his life.”
“Lor and Blayne were out searching for Nazerel,” Morgan muttered to no one in particular.
“So were teams of my men,” Elias added.
Morgan’s gaze narrowed as she focused on Elias. “Has Nazerel ever seen you? Does he know who you are?”
“There’s no reason why he would. I’m a powerless human. I’m not worthy of his notice.” The sarcasm in each word made it obvious he didn’t agree with the assessment.
“So we send Roxie home with you at her side. She can tell everyone you’ve been corresponding online for months, but this is the first time you’ve actually met. She was upset by the dustup at her shop and asked you to fly in from wherever you live and give her some moral support.”
“You’re talking about me again. If you’re deciding my next move, don’t you think I might want to participate in the planning?”
“Sorry.” A smile lifted the corners of Morgan’s lips, but her gaze remained hard.
“The story might fool Sevrin,” Elias said, “but Jett saw me at Unique Ink.”
“Damn,” Morgan muttered. “We have to do something. Sevrin will investigate why the nano-tracker stopped working. We need to be there when she does.”
Elias shook his head. “She won’t come herself. There have been too many close calls lately. She’ll send someone to repair the chip or implant a new one.”
Roxie pressed her fingertips against her temples and rubbed. They couldn’t seem to help themselves. As soon as they started strategizing, she just faded from view.
Morgan shook her head. “I’m not so sure. Sevrin has been unusually hands-on where Roxie is concerned. If we’d realized this connection sooner, we could have utilized it better.”
“I’m not a ‘connection’,” Roxie snapped. “Just say what you mean. You want to use me as bait to catch the most dangerous person on Earth.”
Morgan didn’t deny it. “This is an opportunity we don’t dare pass up. You could be our way—”
“I am not an opportunity. I’m a person!” She shot to her feet, toppling her chair in her haste. “Can’t you see me. I’m standing right here.” Elias stood and tried to wrap his arm around her, but Roxie twisted away. “Stop it! You’re just like her. All I am to either of you is an opportunity, a worm for your frigging hook.” For the first time in years tears trailed down her cheeks. She angrily wiped them away, but knowing they’d driven her to tears only upset her even more. “Put me back in my cage. I want no part of this.”
Morgan started to say something, but Elias silenced her with a look. “Come on. I’ll take you back.”
He held out his hand, but Roxie crossed her arms, stubbornly tucking her hands against her sides. She would not be lulled by his fake compassion. He didn’t give a damn about her. He was worse than Morgan. At least Morgan didn’t play these cruel games.
They returned to the holding cell and Roxie moved inside, feeling desolate and alone. He knew better than to invade her space, but he lingered in the doorway. “We’re not trying to be insensitive, but time is running out. There are almost three hundred names in the notebook. We can’t possibly protect them all. Our only hope is to cut off the head of the snake before it strikes again.”
“I won’t be your sacrificial lamb.” Even as she spoke the words her heart rebelled. If she could keep someone else from being abused, or save even one life, wasn’t it her responsibility to try? “Go away.” He’d dragged her through her past and left her bruised and bleeding. She just wanted to be alone.
“I’d be at your side at all times and the Mystics would be ready to flash in at the first sign of trouble.”
“Then why not have a Mystic pose as my lover? Aren’t they more capable of protecting me than you are anyway?” It was a cheap shot, but she had to take it. Pain like this demanded company.
His shoulders tensed and his lips thinned. “Unfortunately, all of the Mystics have recently claimed their mates. Sevrin would know it’s a setup if she saw one of them with you.”
“You’ll figure out something. I have faith in your creativity.” She crossed to the bunk and lay down, presenting him with her back.
* * * * *
“Let me talk to her.” Jillian paced the Mystic Militia’s small office, obviously furious at what she’d just learned. Roxie had been in their custody for two days now and still she refused to relent. Odintar, who was leaning against the front of the desk, didn’t look any more at ease with the direction Morgan had chosen than his agitated mate.
Elias shook his head. “No visitors, except me. Morgan wants—”
“I don’t give a damn what Morgan wants,” Jillian snapped. “Roxie hasn’t done anything wrong. It’s ridiculous that she’s being treated like a criminal. No wonder she won’t cooperate with you. You’ve handled her all wrong.”
Elias hadn’t begun to “handle” Roxie, but that was the next step in Morgan’s plan. She wanted Roxie to realize what was at stake, that her stubbornness was putting others at risk. Most of all, Roxie needed to understand that her services were required not requested. Morgan had given him permission to use whatever means necessary—cajoling, intimidation, even seduction—to enlighten their reluctant guest.
“Roxie’s the best chance we have, but she’s scared,” Elias admitted. “I’m going to help her understand that she’ll be protected at all times.”
“And how are you going to protect her from a Shadow Assassin without allowing us in the house?” Odintar challenged. “I don’t think you understand how fast they are, especially Nazerel. He could flash in and take her from you before you realize he’s there.”
Jillian stilled and her gaze began to smolder. “That’s what Morgan wants, isn’t it? She isn’t baiting a trap; she wants them to take Roxie to their new headquarters. Oh my God, that woman is cold.”
He found it hard to defend Morgan when he happened to agree with Jillian. This new strategy revealed just how desperate Morgan had become. It was merciless and reckless, and Roxie deserved better. “We’re just using their strategy against them, only our tracking system is more sophisticated.”
“Really?” Odintar hadn’t moved but his voice grew more aggressive. “What sort of tracking system can’t be jammed or removed.”
“We’ll inject her with an isotope that emits a harmless form of radiation. The radiation can be tracked over long distances. It doesn’t transmit any sort of signal, so most shielding is ineffective.”
Odintar pushed off the desk and stalked toward him. “So let’s say her plan works flawlessly. Nazerel snatches Roxie and flashes her to their new headquarters. What then? If the warnings from Ontariese are accurate, three sizable Rodyte ships activated the hyperspace gates leading to this sector. Sevrin could have an army protecting her by now. We just don’t know.”
“And we can’t gather recon until we find the new facility.” Elias’ response was just as passionate.
Jillian walked to Odintar’s side and joined the prosecution. “And Roxie is just supposed to endure whatever they do to her while we’re checking out the situation? How long should she enjoy Sevrin’s tender mercies? Two days? A week? Several months?”
“I’m open to suggestions.” They were out of options, had been for weeks. “If you oppose this plan, offer us another? We’ve tried standing around and hoping for a break. We’re going to have to make something happen if we ever want this to end.”
Jillian looked at Odintar and silently shook her head. “I hate everything about this, but he’s right. We have to do something.”
“We cannot force this on Roxie or we’re no better than they are,” Odintar insisted. “If solitude has not cleared her head, then try another strategy, but you must find a way to make her see reason.”
Elias laughed. “Have you ever seen two stubborn females locked in a power struggle? Roxie will let the world burn just to spite Morgan. This stopped being rational shortly after it began.”
“Let me talk to her.” Jillian’s tone was softer this time, yet no less insistent. “You’re Morgan’s right-hand man. Roxie won’t respond to you.”
Elias sighed. Morgan was being as irrational as Roxie. And Odintar was right; isolation had only reinforced Roxie’s stubbornness. “All right. Give me a few minutes to set things up. I’ll have to loop the surveillance feed and distract the guards.”
* * * * *
Roxie glared at the door as she heard the familiar sounds of someone intruding on her solitude. Elias was the only one allowed to see her and she wanted nothing to do with him. He was Morgan’s lap dog and whatever appeal he’d possessed had been eclipsed by his willingness to follow irrational orders.
“Hey, stranger.”
She’d prepared her best scowl, but Jillian stepped through the doorway rather than Elias. “What are you doing here?”
Jillian smiled. “Does that mean I’m not welcome?”
“That depends. Does Morgan know you’re here?”
“She doesn’t and Elias is risking dismissal by countermining her direct order.”
It was about time he grew a pair. In the past two days, he’d brought her food, had taken her to the women’s locker room so she could shower and provided her with a change of clothes. If a charming ensemble that looked like a cross between hospital scrubs and a prisoner’s uniform could be called clothes. Still, he seldom bothered to stick around and keep her company, and he’d made it obvious he wasn’t open to compromise. She agreed to bait their hook or she would rot in this cell forever.
“Where is he?”
Jillian’s smile widened and she took another step into the tiny room. “Should I go get him? I thought you’d be glad to see a familiar face.”
“Is your face familiar? Are you even Jillian Taylor?”
“In the flesh. I promise.” She moved to the foot of the bunk and sat.
Roxie folded her legs in front of her, giving Jillian a little more room. “How long have you been spying for them?”
“If by ‘them’ you mean aliens, I recently learned that I’m one of them. Like yours, my father wasn’t human.”
She’d said that as if it were an established fact. “Lor told Elias I was a hybrid. I was under the impression that they needed a blood sample to determine the specifics.”
“Blood, hair, saliva, anything that contained DNA.”
Her gaze narrowed and she shook her head. “Meaning they’ve already done the test.” Another invasion of her privacy. These people really needed to reevaluate their treatment of prisoners. Even if she’d done something wrong, which she hadn’t, they still needed to treat her like a person rather than a reluctant tool.
“It was pretty rude, I agree, but would you like to know what they found out?”
Roxie’s instinct was to say no, to disassociate herself with anything associated with Morgan. But such a refusal wouldn’t punish anyone but herself. “Sure. Tell me what they learned.”
“Your father was a hybrid, half Rodyte and half Bilarrian. Your mother was primarily human, but they detected traces of Bilarrian as well, probably from a grandparent.”
Roxie waited for the information to have an impact. Her mother was “primarily” human and her father was a hybrid. Shouldn’t the knowledge make her feel somehow different? But they were just words, meaningless words. “All right. Thanks.”
They lapsed into silence as Roxie stared across the room. She felt like a stranger in her own life, an onlooker forced to watch a really depressing movie.
“Why did you apply for the receptionist job?” Roxie asked as the silence became oppressive. “You seemed shocked when you first saw Nazerel. Didn’t you know he was one of the men I’d been tattooing?”
“I was shocked. Like you, we’d heard they’d left town. I had no idea he’d be there.”
“And the job? What were you hoping to learn?”
“Anything new, anything helpful. We knew you’d been tattooing Shadow Assassins. We had no idea you’d been contacted by Sevrin herself.” Jillian sighed and pivoted so they basically faced each other. “We’re out of options. We’ve exhausted every lead, explored every clue, and none of it has led us to Sevrin.”
“I don’t want to sound like a heartless bitch, but Elias said they want to behead the snake before she strikes again. If they use me to get to her, how is that any different than just waiting until she strikes to move in? Either way there will be one more victim.”
“Maybe, and maybe the hunters would have gathered six or seven more before we found even one. Would you be okay with that? We’re in a lull right now because Sevrin just moved her operation to a new facility. As soon as that facility is operational, they will start up all over again.” She waited until Roxie looked into her eyes and then went on. “I’ve seen the results of their failed experiments. Those innocent women mutated, becoming hideous echoes of humanity. And then they died in agony.”
Jillian was pulling at Roxie’s heartstrings, using pity in an attempt to control her. “They might have been horribly deformed when you found them, but how could you possibly know if they were in pain when they died?”
“The last three victims were still alive when they were found. Would you like to watch one of the videos?”
“No!” Roxie scrubbed her hands over her face. She’d known this was inevitable ever since she returned to the holding cell. She wasn’t the type of person who could look the other way while someone suffered and died. “This is so unfair. Why do I have to be the one to—”
“We didn’t choose you. Sevrin did.” She reached out and touched Roxie’s hand. Their gazes locked, Roxie’s hostile, Jillian’s warm and compelling. “I thought my life was over when my leg was crushed. Dancing was all I knew, all I cared about. Nothing has ever been more painful, or more frightening, than letting go of my old life. But I had to let go before I could embrace something new and amazing. This fight is important. We need your help and it has to be soon.”
“I’m afraid.” The admission slipped out between her trembling lips.
“Of course you are, but Elias is strong and competent, and he’ll be backed up by the Mystic Militia. You won’t be doing this alone.”
Roxie covered her face with her hands, knowing the fight was lost. She was paralyzed by fear and uncertainty and yet she knew she would act anyway. She’d put herself in danger, offer herself as a willing sacrifice, so others could escape Sevrin’s cruelty.
Warm hands grasped her arms and pulled her up off the bunk. She couldn’t say when Jillian left, but Elias stood in her place. “You okay?”
“No.” She wrapped her arms around him then pressed even closer as he encircled her with his arms.
“I won’t leave your side.” He stroked her hair and shifted his body so their contrasting shapes more closely aligned.
She was his assignment, his mission, but it didn’t seem to matter to her affection-starved body. He felt wonderful wrapped around her and all she could think of was more. She licked her lips then eased back far enough to look into his eyes. “We’re going to have to convince everyone we’re lovers. How do we sell that when we’ve never even—”
His head dipped and his mouth covered hers in a bone-melting kiss. Soft yet insistent, his lips guided hers apart and then his tongue teased its way inside her mouth. She clutched his back, enjoying the bunch and flex of his muscles. His taste filled her mouth and his scent became more familiar with each ragged breath.
Her head started spinning and she tried to forget where she was, that they were likely being watched, and this was still a job to him. She sank into the kiss, allowing anger and fear to flow out in a tingling rush of sensation.
“Okay,” she sighed when he finally released her, “so that won’t be a problem.”
He took her by the hand and led her out of the holding cell. “Chemistry is defiantly not a problem, but we need to rehearse our story.”
“Where are we going?”
“My quarters are more comfortable. I didn’t think you’d mind.”
She hesitated, heart thudding wildly in her chest. Just like that, did he expect her to spend the night with him? “We’re pretending to be lovers.”
A sexy smile bowed his lips. “All I’d planned to do was talk, but I’m more than willing to explore this attraction if you think we need more practice.”
One kiss had left her weak and tingly. She didn’t want to consider how malleable she’d become if they did more than kiss.
He chuckled at her panicked look. “We can go back to the mess hall if you honestly don’t trust me to keep my hands to myself.”
“I trust you.” It was herself she didn’t trust. Even while she’d been furious with Elias, she’d been fascinated by him, anxiously awaiting the next time he’d stop by her cell. And she’d used naughty fantasies about him to fill the time while she was alone. She’d imagined them indulging in all sorts of forbidden pleasures—always instigated by him. But they’d been fantasies, harmless indulgences with no consequences or regret. “I just didn’t want you to misinterpret my willingness to be alone with you.”
“We’ll construct our cover story and nothing more.”
His quarters were four times the size of the holding cell with a neatly made bed in one corner and a sitting area near the door. Everything was organized and immaculate, in keeping with his military background.
“Lies work best when they’re as close to the truth as possible,” he began. “It’s a lot less to remember.”
She watched him move through his private domain, calm and confident, each action controlled. “So you’re from Austin.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He tipped an imaginary hat. “I’m career military, so I move around a lot, but Austin’s my home.”
“Are you still in the Army?”
He thought for a second then shook his head. “It’s unlikely I could get leave on such short notice. Better make me a security consultant. That way I can set my own hours. Lots of ex-cops and former GIs go into private security.”
“Okay. Let’s see, why don’t we say I own a tattoo shop.” A smile automatically appeared as she began to relax. She shouldn’t be this comfortable with him, but there was something about Elias that made her feel safe. And safety was something Roxie hadn’t experienced a lot of in her life.
He sat in one of the upholstered chairs and motioned her toward the other. “Have you ever been married?”
She shook her head as she took her seat. He was right. This was infinitely more comfortable than the holding cell “Have you?”
“I was engaged once. We lived together for a couple of years, but she couldn’t take all the secrecy. She broke it off a few weeks before the wedding.” His expression didn’t change, but his voice grew tight, nearly growling.
“We need a different reason. That doesn’t work unless we admit you’re with the FBI.”
“All right. We’ll say it happened while I was still in the Army. She couldn’t take all the uncertainty, never knowing where I’d be deployed or how long I’d be gone.”
“That makes sense.” They might be constructing a factious background, but it was offering her another glimpse into his past. “Did you take the breakup hard?”
“I’ve never been that angry in my life, but it was the right decision. The marriage would have been a mistake.”
Despite his calm expression, she could sense his pain. Right decision or not, his ex-fiancée had hurt him badly. “I’m sorry.”
He shrugged and the emotional cloud seemed to dissipate. “It was a long time ago.”
“I’m still sorry you had to go through that.”
Their gazes locked and awareness escalated, pulsing between them as the silence lengthened. She wanted to touch him, or more specifically, she wanted him to touch her. She wanted him to pull her out of her chair and back into his arms. It was going to be really hard to remember they were just pretending.
He cleared his throat then blinked, severing the invisible tether. “What about you? Any serious relationships?”
She took a deep breath and looked away from his face. Those steady hazel eyes saw too much and penetrated too deeply. “I have trust issues. I tend to expect the worst from people and they seldom disappoint me.”
“That’s understandable, but sad. And it sounds like you just haven’t found the right person yet.”
They’d fallen back into a natural comradery. He really was easy to talk to, and wow could he kiss. She’d never been with a man who was so assertive, so confident. It was exciting, yet intimidating. All of her other relationships had developed gradually, simmered for a time then faded away.
This wasn’t a relationship! They were pretending. “So we met online, flirted for several months, and I called you in a panic after I was released from here. Jett will want to know where this place is. What do I tell him?”
“You had a blinding headache when you arrived and you were blindfolded on the way out.”
“He won’t like it, but he’ll probably believe it. When did you arrive? Wait, my car is still at Unique Ink. How did I go pick you up?”
A secretive smile parted his lips, relaxing his features and making him look younger. “Your car is in one of the transport hangers. I had one of my men go get it last night.”
“Good thinking.” It must be nice to have “men” at one’s beck and call. She envied his authority for only a second before another implication took shape in her mind. He’d presumed she would give in and agree to bait their trap. How arrogant. But what other conclusion could he draw? This program had no oversight, no one to hold them accountable for their actions. Or if they did Roxie didn’t know about it. Morgan could have kept her locked up indefinitely and no one would have known or cared. She shivered. Power like that invited corruption. It was dangerous. “Did your man leave a note or something? Tess and Jett will think my car was stolen.”
He offered her a guilty smile that did little to ease her misgivings. “I might have told him to let himself in so he could snoop around for your purse. I was pretty sure it was in your shop somewhere.”
More evidence to prove her point. These people broke laws without a second thought. Just like Smoke and Jodi. “It was in my desk drawer.”
“I know.” He reached in his pocket and pulled out her phone, which had been in her purse. “And I might have sent a couple of texts to Jett and Tess, letting them know you had a surprise for them.”
He’d done it so her friends wouldn’t worry, and to pave the way for their deception. Did his good intentions excuse a criminal act? “Ever heard of breaking and entering?”
“That only counts if you get caught.”
She tried to smile but it came out more like a grimace. Ever since her arrest—and Jodi’s death—Roxie had played by the rules. She’d worked hard to remain focused and productive. Besides, if Roxie screwed up even once, broke any law for any reason, she’d go to jail. And Jodi’s death would have been meaningless as well as tragic.
Needing a distraction from her thoughts, she pressed the power button on her phone. She wasn’t getting a signal now, which wasn’t surprising. They were three stories underground. She scrolled through her missed calls and text messages. His presumption was still annoying, but she was relieved to see how skillfully he’d defused the situation. “I’m glad you’re on my side.” She looked at him so he’d realize she meant it as she added, “You’re too comfortable breaking the law.”
Someone knocked on the door, postponing his reply. He crossed to the door and pulled it open, momentarily blocking Roxie’s view. “What’s going on?”
“Is Roxie with you?” Morgan asked, her voice sounding oddly tense.
He swung the door all the way open and motioned toward Roxie.
Without moving from the doorway, Morgan looked at her and said, “Gerrod, Jillian’s father, promised us information in exchange for a new identity.”
Morgan was talking to her instead of talking about her. This was an improvement. “Why did he need a new identity?”
“Because Sevrin tried to kill him,” Elias reminded her.
“One of the things he promised to explain was Sevrin’s connection to you.” Morgan’s expression remained grim.
“Can you trust him?”
“At this point, he has no reason to lie.”
Tension coiled around Roxie’s chest, making it hard to breath. “What did he say? Why is Sevrin obsessed with me?”



 
 
Chapter Five
 
Forcing herself not to squirm, Sevrin closed her eyes and savored the warmth of Flynn’s strong hands as they moved over her body. This was what she craved, what her treacherous body needed. Yet each moment of surrender amplified the echoes from her past. Her father’s voice insisted that control equaled power and compromise was for the weak. Anything she wanted, she better be ready to take and she must always be willing to make sacrifices.
“You seem distracted.” Flynn fisted the back of her hair and tilted her face up. “Who are you thinking about?”
She opened her eyes and fought back a smile. Flynn was a handsome devil, with symmetrical features and a body shaped by genetic engineering and decades of discipline. But underneath his superficial glares and whispered commands, there was something almost insecure about him. He was like a guard dog that had been beaten once too often. He was just as likely to curl into a protective ball with his tail tucked between his legs as to attack.
Rather than admit that the ghost of her father was tormenting her again, she brought up the first believable subject that popped into her mind. “I was wondering what Roxie Latimer was doing tonight. Are you jealous?”
“I’m jealous of anything that intrudes on our time together. But why are you so obsessed with that human?” Flynn buried his face in the bend of Sevrin’s neck, his teeth lightly scraping. “And if she’s so important, why did you leave her behind?”
Flynn had Sevrin pressed against the wall in her bedroom. She was finally surrounded by an apartment worthy of royalty. Her quarters at the Farm were spacious and well-appointed, providing her with a level of comfort she hadn’t enjoyed since leaving Rodymia. The furniture was sleekly modern, the decorating tasteful, and her bed was large enough to accommodate two, perhaps even three people.
The thought made her smile. She could just imagine how Flynn would react if she invited someone else to participate in one of their sessions. He was delightfully possessive and willing to demonstrate his displeasure. He’d already made her strip down to her underwear, but he seemed to be in no hurry to get her naked. “Roxie is right where I need here, for now. She only thinks she’s been left behind.”
Without releasing her hair, he used his other hand to unfasten her bra. “Are you sure she’s where you think she is?”
She tensed, splaying her fingers against his chest. “What are you talking about?”
He swallowed with obvious difficulty and glanced away from her face. “I haven’t seen her for the past two days.”
“What?” She shoved him back then hissed as he inadvertently pulled her hair. His fingers released a millisecond later and her bra slipped down her arms. Unconcerned with her nudity, she didn’t bother catching the undergarment as it sailed toward the floor. If the frustration twisting his expression was any indication, he hadn’t intended to tell her even now. “She hasn’t been at work for two days?”
“It was easier to keep track of her when I could enter the store. Her car was there to begin with, so I thought she was just laying low after all of the excitement the other day. But her car isn’t at her apartment either. I’m not sure where she is.”
“And you didn’t think this was important enough to mention?” She put her hands on her hips and glared up at him. He absently cupped one of her breasts, but she slapped his hand away. With blinding speed, he spun her around and dragged her arms behind her back. Sevrin tugged against his restraining fingers as his free hand moved boldly over breasts. “Let. Go.”
“Don’t want to.” He caught one of her nipples between his thumb and forefinger and squeezed. She gasped then slammed the back of her head into his chest. He chuckled, but didn’t release her. “I think you misbehave, so I’ll have no choice but to spank you.”
“I am not in the mood for our games. This is important.” She made her voice snarl, but her core melted and her inner muscles fluttered, desperate for the demanding fullness he was sure to give her. “Now let go of me.”
He tensed for a moment then pushed on with reckless indifference. “I need this and so do you.” With her hands still locked at the small of her back, he propelled her toward the bed. “You can stop being stubborn and enjoy it or grit your teeth until it’s over. I honestly don’t care which you choose.” After kicking her feet apart, he bent her over the bed and dragged her panties down around her knees. Then he slowly pushed his hand between her thighs, testing the level of her arousal. “Yeah,” he chuckled. “You’re not into this at all.” His fingers slid easily over her desire-soaked folds, each touch echoing his mocking tone.
She renewed her resistance, needing the strength of his hands as much as the arousing caress of his fingers. “If you can’t control yourself, then get it over with.”
He laughed again and drove two fingers deep into her aching core. “You’ve never seen me lose control, princess. Trust me, you’d remember.”
Already the rhythmic tension of an orgasm gathered around his fingers. She sucked in a breath and forced her muscles to relax. She needed him to command her pleasure, but she wasn’t willing to reveal how readily her body obeyed. “Roxie is incredibly important. We cannot lose track of her.”
He shifted his fingers to her clit, leaving her empty and aching. “I thought you tagged her when you used the language infuser on her.”
A strangled moan escaped her throat as he slowly tugged on the puffy little bundle of nerves. Damn, he was good at this. Maybe too good. “The tracker is malfunctioning.” She tensed as she heard her own words. The device error had seemed like a minor annoyance, something that required attention, yet hadn’t triggered her protective instincts. But paired with Flynn’s observations, the malfunction was much more suspicious. Unique Ink was Roxie’s life. She was never inattentive to her business. “I thought we’d kept the Ontarians too busy to worry about an insignificant human. Maybe I was wrong.”
Flynn’s hand came down hard on her naked ass cheek. Sevrin yelped then groaned as tingling heat spread through her lower body.
“Pay attention,” he snapped.
“But we—” He spanked her again and pleasure burst with shocking intensity, crawling across her nerve endings until her entire body seemed to pulse. She trembled, helpless to do more than gasp as the spasms went on and on.
He released her hands, and half a second later, his cock drove into her still clenching body. A fresh wave of sensation crashed over her and she cried out. She’d never been with anyone who could make her come so fast or so hard. He grasped her hips with both hands and filled her with strong, steady thrusts.
“Again.” He growled the word into her ear then bit her lobe hard enough to make her curse. “Let me feel you come.”
She fought the sensations this time, determined to make him work for it. When she didn’t immediately obey, he eased one of his hands between her thighs and fingered her clit again. She tossed her head, intentionally whipping his face with her hair. The wilder and more aggressive he became, the more she liked it.
Suddenly he pulled out then lifted her off her feet and tossed her onto the bed. She rolled to her back and tried to kick him as he joined her on the bed. He yanked her legs apart and bent her knees to her chest.
“Beg me.” His dark gaze drilled into hers as he held her legs open.
“Fu—”
He cut off her words with a punishing kiss and rubbed against her, dragging his shaft over her clit without entering her hungry body. Her inner muscles clenched, intensifying the emptiness inside her. She bucked, trying to align their bodies so he would have no option but to fill her again.
She pulled his hair and he paused long enough to trap her hands above her head. Gods she loved it when he held her down and pounded into her like he would die without her.
“Beg me.” He whispered the command against her lips as his hips continued their sensual movements.
“No. You’re already much too arrogant.”
Pulling back far enough so he could see her body spread out beneath him, he took his cock in his free hand and positioned it over her clit. “You love my arrogance. Now beg me or I’ll leave you like this, wet and empty, desperate for another taste of this.” He pushed just inside, giving her a teasing hint of fullness.
She bucked wildly, tossing her head as anger and frustration surged through her. “In me. Please.” The plea slipped out without her permission. She hadn’t meant to give in, at least not this easily!
He filled her slowly this time, forcing her to feel how tightly she stretched to accommodate his thick length. He pushed deeper and deeper, not stopping until his pelvis pressed against hers. “Now isn’t that better?” He brushed her hair back from her face, his gaze warm and caressing. Despite his outward aggression, his expression was surprisingly tender.
She needed to find out what had happened to Roxie. If the Mystic Militia had gotten their hands on her, it would spell disaster for Sevrin. She was about to voice her concerns when Flynn decided to move. He pulled nearly out just as slowly as he pushed in. She drew her legs up along his sides, resting her heels on his muscular back. He covered both her hands with his, interlacing their fingers. They stared into each other’s eyes, sharing emotions neither dared to acknowledge. Then he moved faster, sliding over and into her, claiming her body and forcing rational thoughts from her mind.
* * * * *
Too anxious to remain seated, Roxie stood up. This nightmare was supposed to have ended when Sevrin left town. Roxie wanted it to be over more than anything. Still, understanding Sevrin’s motivation should make the situation more tolerable. Wasn’t information supposed to be empowering? Then why was her heart racing and her mouth so dry she could barely swallow?
“Has Elias explained who Sevrin is?” Morgan asked, still loitering in the doorway to Elias’ living quarters.
“Her uncle is a ruler on their planet.” Rodymia. Their planet was called Rodymia.
“He isn’t a ruler, he’s the Crown Stirate, the ultimate authority for the entire planet.”
“What does her pedigree have to do with me?”
“Why don’t you come in and sit down. You’re making me nervous.” Elias closed the door behind Morgan then leaned his shoulder against it as she joined Roxie. There were only two chairs in the grouping, and the bed was on the other side of the room, which left Elias nowhere to sit.
Roxie sank back onto her chair but Morgan hesitated. “I’d love to break this to you gently, but we’re rapidly running out of time.” She motioned Elias toward his chair and positioned herself so she could see them both. “I have a lot to explain, so please keep your questions to a minimum.”
Though annoyed by the request, Roxie only nodded.
“According to Gerrod,” Morgan began, “your mother was a war bride. Do you know what that means?”
Roxie shook her head. If Elias mentioned it, she didn’t remember what he’d said. He’d told her so many things in the past two days, much of it had blurred.
“Bilarri and Rodymia have been at war for centuries. Hostilities ebb and flow, but the war has never officially ended.” When Roxie said nothing, Morgan went on. “Rodyte warriors capture Bilarrian females and force them to bear their children. The children are then termed battle born.”
“It sounds like the Shadow Assassins.”
“The Shadow Assassins were founded by a powerful Rodyte warrior,” Elias told her. “Many of their practices are similar.”
“Let’s stay focused.” Morgan clasped her hands behind her back, as she often did during briefings, likely to maximize her height and make her shoulders look broader. “The people on Bilarri can manipulate magic.”
“And those on Rodymia can’t. I know. Elias told me.”
“What else did you tell her?” Morgan asked Elias. “I don’t want to repeat what you’ve already covered.”
“Start with Pern,” Elias suggested.
Morgan nodded. “Pern Keire was the first ruler with balls enough to be honest about what he wanted. He was openly hostile toward anyone with paranormal abilities, while he frantically worked to restore such powers to his people.”
“Who is Pern Keire?”
“Sevrin’s father,” Elias clarified. “He’s dead now and his younger brother Quentin is on the throne.”
Roxie nodded, not wanting to slow down the process.
“Sevrin was not his only child, but she was by far his favorite,” Morgan continued. “She was born to his royal consort, the Rodyte version of a queen.”
“And who gave birth to the rest of his children?” Every question she asked postponed the specifics of her situation, but this seemed important.
“Before Pern bonded with his consort, he captured five war brides. Gerrod is Pern’s eldest battle-born son.”
A knot formed in the pit of Roxie’s stomach and a continuous stream of questions flooded her mind. Miraculously, she remained silent, needing to understand how the surreal events affected her.
“Pern wanted to restore magic to his people and he didn’t care who he destroyed along the way.” Morgan paused for a moment, likely to organize her thoughts. When she resumed, her voice was stronger, more authoritative. “We’re not sure who made the discovery or even if the phenomenon is naturally occurring, but human physiology is unusually receptive to alien DNA.”
Roxie swallowed past a sudden lump in her throat. “Do I want to know what that means?”
“It means humans are one of the few species able to breed with Ontarians, Rodytes and Bilarrians.” Morgan hurried on before Roxie could distract her. “Pern wasn’t just fond of claiming war brides for himself, he encouraged his warriors to target Bilarrian females with powerful abilities. A great number of the battle-born daughters were born with abilities, but very few of the sons seemed to be able to manipulate magic. Rodymia is a patriarchal, warrior culture so this was unacceptable to Pern. He’d begun searching for other methods of empowering male offspring when he learned about Ontarian hybrids being born of human mothers.”
“But humans can’t manipulate magic. How would his discovery help him?” Roxie fiddled with the drawstring on her borrowed pants, unable to stop the nervous motion.
“He wasn’t sure it would, but he was the type of person to explore any and all possibilities. He sent his eldest son with a small contingent of men and they hijacked the Ontarian program.”
“What sort of program?” Roxie braced for another flood of information. Even the simplest question seemed to result in a twenty-minute answer.
“The details aren’t nearly as important as what Pern learned.”
Even Elias looked confused by Morgan’s evasive response. “You’re talking about the Dirty Dozen, correct?”
“Correct. According to Gerrod, they had a purpose far more nefarious than knocking up coeds.”
“Knocking up coeds?” Roxie felt her jaw drop and snapped it shut. “Twelve Rodyte warriors went around intentionally impregnating human females?”
“Gerrod started with twelve Ontarian rebels. They were the ones known as the Dirty Dozen. However, Gerrod’s primary motivation for forming the group was to shield the movements of his real team, his Rodyte team. And there were a whole lot more than twelve of them.”
Roxie was stunned. Elias claimed that humans held little interest for the visiting aliens, but each word Morgan uttered proved him wrong. Human technology might be primitive compared to other planets, but humans themselves had attracted all sorts of unsavory attention. “Don’t Rodytes have to be bonded to produce children? Is the bond that easy to turn off and on?”
“Not at all,” Morgan assured her. “But a stubborn person can get good at anything if the motivation is powerful enough.”
“What possible motivation could there be for ‘knocking up coeds’?” Roxie shuddered. The more she learned about the Rodytes, the less she liked them.
With obvious reluctance Morgan explained, “Originally Pern was just testing the compatibility of human females. As I said, there aren’t that many species able to reproduce with Rodytes. But Gerrod is a battle-born hybrid. His mother was an exceptionally gifted Bilarrian. Gerrod’s abilities are scattered at best, but each of his female offspring was not just gifted, they were extremely powerful.”
“All that affects Jillian not Roxie.” Elias crossed one leg over the other, his foot lightly bouncing.
That was right—Gerrod was Jillian’s father. The one Sevrin had tried to murder!
“I’d agree, if that’s where the story ended. But it doesn’t. Pern was never content to let progress unfold naturally. He took a group of Gerrod’s children back to Rodymia, so his best scientists could figure out if it was a predictable pattern or a genetic anomaly.”
A sudden chill made Roxie shiver. Talk about ominous. This story sounded worse by the minute. “What did the scientists learn and were the children harmed by their experiments?”
It took a moment for Morgan to find the least provocative phrasing. “Gerrod didn’t mention the wellbeing of his children, so I presume we don’t want to know. And I’m not a geneticist, so I only understood a fraction of what he rattled off next.”
“Well, you better dumb it down even more if you expect me to understand any of it,” Roxie cautioned. “Science was my least favorite subject.”
Morgan released her hands and allowed her stance to relax just a little. “It wasn’t an anomaly. It was a consistent pattern. The mutation takes place in two stages and it’s triggered by coding contained on the X chromosome. The first time the coding appears an aptitude for magic is created, but a second X chromosome must be present for the person to utilize the gift. Anytime the Y chromosome is present, the child’s abilities remain dormant.”
“That’s why the girls could use their magic and the boys couldn’t?” Morgan nodded and Roxie sighed. All this conversation was doing was making her feel stupid. “I still don’t see what any of this has to do with me.”
“Be patient a moment longer. We’re almost to the part that directly pertains to you.” After Roxie’s reluctant nod, Morgan continued. “Because battle-born sons are seldom born with powers, they’re considered inferior.”
“That’s so hypocritical,” Roxie muttered, unable to silence her indignation. “Their fathers don’t have powers.”
“The battle-born exist for the express purpose of changing that fact and the vast majority of battle-born sons failed. They’re good for menial labor or they’re trained as frontline soldiers. They’re not considered shameful, but they are expendable.” Morgan’s bitter tone mad it obvious she didn’t agree with the attitude. She was just explaining how the Rodytes thought.
“Are there any good parts to this story?”
“The secret Pern uncovered was a second chance, a way for them to claim a higher place in society,” Morgan told her. “And by this time there were thousands of them. Though the men were basically powerless themselves, they were capable of creating empowered daughters. That would give them worth again, a purpose.”
Roxie was so confused, she couldn’t even think of a logical question. There had to be a reason Morgan was telling her all of this, but Roxie still didn’t understand.
“Pern was never content to play by the rules. He’d found an unexpected advantage and he intended to exploit it to the fullest. He had his scientists program a retrovirus that could be injected as part of the bonding process. It increased fertility in human females and greatly increased her chances of producing female offspring.”
Roxie swallowed, her throat suddenly tight. The random facts were finally starting to feel personal. Morgan had already told her that her mother was a war bride. “Was this done to my mother?”
“Yes. You’re one of the daughters that resulted from this experiment.”
“But the experiment failed,” Roxie insisted. “I don’t have abilities.”
“We’ll find out if that’s true in a moment. I wasn’t finished explaining the program. War is expensive, so is space exploration and scientific research. Pern indulged liberally in all three. So when he was ready to test his hypothesis, he didn’t have enough money to fund another trip to Earth.”
“I don’t like that sound of that.” Elias uncrossed his legs and his gaze grew even more intense. “Where’d he get the money?”
“He approached the fifteen most powerful families on Rodymia and told them he could provide a mate for the male of their choice and guarantee her ability to manipulate magic, all they had to do was fund the expedition.”
“Okay, hold on.” Roxie scooted to the edge of her chair. “If Rodytes are patriarchal, why would Pern pursue research that empowered females?”
“Because nothing else provided consistent results. Claiming war brides on Bilarri was a necessary step, but the offspring weren’t always empowered. Pern had unlocked the code. He found the perfect combination of ingredients that always resulted in an empowered child.”
“But that child was female,” Roxie pointed out. She needed that fact to be significant, to make her less desirable, yet the regret in Morgan’s eyes didn’t give her hope.
“Having each of his strongest warriors bound to an empowered female would still make Rodymia stronger than it had ever been before.”
“There are more like Roxie?” Elias tensed. “Are they listed in the notebook? How do we find them?”
Elias had already accepted Morgan’s story as fact and moved on to strategy, but Roxie was still struggling with the details. “There’s a Rodyte warrior out there who considers me his property?”
“Rodytes don’t own their mates, so the analogy is inaccurate.”
Now Morgan wanted to mince words? Roxie had to resist the urge to fly across the room and strangle her. “Fine. He doesn’t want to own me; he just wants to claim me as his mate and force me to pop out a bunch of magical baby girls. And Sevrin is going to make damn sure he knows where to find me.”
“It’s not just you,” Morgan reminded, though the fact did little to slow Roxie’s thundering heart. “The fifteen strongest, most politically connected Rodytes will soon come to Earth, expecting to collect their mates from Sevrin.”
“The fifteen are incidental. When word gets out that battle-born sons can produce empowered daughters simply by bonding with human females…” Elias just shook his head. “This is only the beginning. Earth won’t know what hit them.”
“Which is why this situation must be contained ASAP. Gerrod insists that Sevrin is the only one who knows how well the experiment worked and Sevrin is in serious trouble. Pern died suddenly. He didn’t have time to fill her in on the details of this program. She’s frantically searching through files and interviewing contacts, but Roxie is the only daughter Sevrin has been able to locate.”
“Lucky me.” Over and over Roxie had tried to imagine why Sevrin had targeted her. A prearranged marriage to an alien warrior never entered the equation.
“You are damn lucky,” Morgan snapped. “If our paths hadn’t crossed, you’d be at the mercy of the Rodytes right now.”
She knew Morgan was right, but she was too upset to apologize. Ever since these people barged into her life, situations had gone from bad to worse. Nausea twisted her stomach as she realized—if what Morgan said was true—her bad luck had begun before her birth.
“As of right now, Sevrin hasn’t told Quentin the details about any of this. All he knows is that Pern was conducting some sort of breeding experiment involving battle-born sons and human females. She doesn’t want to admit that she doesn’t know how to find the empowered brides.”
“Control Sevrin and we control the message?” Cunning sharpened Elias’ gaze, made him look dangerous.
“Exactly. We can use Sevrin’s likeness to convince Quentin the experiment failed, that Pern’s hypothesis was wrong. But that will only be an option if the real Sevrin can’t contradict our message.”
“It’s a serious Hail Mary pass,” Elias grumbled.
“It’s the only play we have left. Quentin is being pressured by the families. He has to tell them something. Why not use that pressure to our advantage?”
Roxie shook her head. She might not know much about alien politics, but she understood proud men. “He’s not going to admit that he failed. No ruler would.”
“He didn’t fail. Sevrin did. And when her body is found, he’ll claim that he made her pay for bringing shame on his family. Win-win situation.”
“Unless you’re Sevrin.” Roxie knew Sevrin was ruthless and corrupt, but that didn’t keep a spark a pity from erupting.
“This is all according to Gerrod.” Elias scrubbed his jaw, clearly looking for flaws in the story. “We thought he was a harmless refugee hiding from his past and suddenly he’s Pern’s right-hand man.”
“That’s what he needed everyone to think,” Morgan explained. “He was hiding in plain sight while he carried out his father’s orders. Even Sevrin thinks he’s just one of their father’s many henchmen.”
“Maybe she found out who he really is. That could be why she tried to kill him.” Roxie shivered. She’d thought her life had moved beyond associations with people ruthless enough to kill for power or profit.
“It’s possible, maybe even probable. We just don’t know for sure.”
Elias shook his head. Apparently Morgan had yet to win him over completely. “How do we know we can trust him?”
“We don’t need to trust him,” Morgan insisted, “as long as we can verify his information.”
“Then what tangible proof do we have that any of this is true?”
“As you know, Gerrod had a thumb drive hidden in his shoe. He never went anywhere without it. He finally unlocked the coded entries and showed me a bunch of messages between Quentin and Sevrin and between the families and Quentin. I have no idea how Gerrod got ahold of them, but they looked authentic to me. The families want to know when their investment will be rewarded. If Sevrin jerks them around for too long, it’s more than possible that they’ll head this way and hunt for their brides themselves. Don’t forget this is the culture that gave the Shadow Assassins their love for hunting mates.”
Finally understanding the scope of her peril, Roxie crossed her arms over her stomach. “What the hell are we going to do?”
“The objective hasn’t changed,” Morgan insisted. “We have to find Sevrin. But there are a couple of details that need to be sorted before we set our trap.”
“Like whether or not I have latent abilities?”
“Yes. I’d much rather send a novice Mystic into danger than someone who has no way to defend herself.”
“I thought that’s what I was for,” Elias objected.
“You are. And human to human, you will never lose. Unfortunately, we’re not dealing with humans. If Roxie can learn how to raise a shield or open a lock with her mind, it’s worth delaying her return for a day or two.”
“I have to call Tess and Jett. They need to hear my voice. Text messages are too easy to fake.” The glare she shot Elias earned her a soft chuckle from him. “If you let me talk to them, I’ll cooperate.”
Morgan nodded. “I’ll tell Lor what’s going on and he can decide how to proceed. This is out of my realm of expertise. As soon as one of the Mystics has scanned you, Elias can take you topside so you can make your calls.”
“Sounds good.” Compromise. They were starting to work together rather than butting heads and it was infinitely more productive.
“We’re going to conference at o-six-hundred to discuss options. Obviously, I expect you both there.” Morgan looked from Elias to Roxie and back. “I’ll see you in the morning.”



 
 
Chapter Six
 
After letting Morgan out of his apartment, Elias returned to Roxie. She sat on the edge of the chair with her hands tucked between her legs. Her face was pale, eyes wide, nearly unblinking. “You look dazed.”
She came back to life with a sudden burst of energy. “I can’t just sit here. Can we go find Lor?”
Easily understanding her anxiousness, Elias took a step back so she could stand. “Lor’s likely in his office, but let me call and make sure.”
“Let’s just go there. I need to move. The walls are closing in on me.”
She started for the door so he followed, reaching around her to pull open the door. “That way.” He motioned to the right and they started walking.
They didn’t speak and she was so distracted that she nearly collided with two different people. He finally took her by the hand and adjusted his pace so he walked at her side. His semi-rude behavior drew several annoyed looks from the people they passed, but it was better than letting her smack into someone.
“Are you okay?” He knew the answer. He was just hoping to draw her out of her stupor. “That was a lot to take in all at once.”
“I haven’t been okay since Sevrin strolled into my store.” She glanced up at him then shook her head as she continued down the corridor. “I’m not a coward and I’m not going to fall apart on you. I just can’t understand how all of this could be true when I knew nothing about it.”
“You were still very young when your mother died. It’s likely she would have told you.” Roxie had fought all of her battles alone, unaware of the forces shaping her life. It was a wonder she’d survived. Yet Roxie hadn’t just survived, she’d blazed a trail through the destruction and built a life of which anyone would be proud.
She looked at him again, her gaze more focused. “Suddenly Aunt Shelia doesn’t seem so crazy. She might not have known the nature of the danger, but she knew something was wrong. Maybe if I’d listened to her, both of our lives could have been different.”
He paused and turned her to face him, his hands lingering on her arms. “Her death was not your fault. Neither was Jodi’s. You have to stop blaming yourself for things you had no control over.”
Her initial response was a tense nod then she shrugged off his hands and squared her shoulders. “I’m not trying to be melodramatic and I did play a part in Jodi’s death. But that’s not the point. If I’d been old enough to sense the truth behind Shelia’s paranoia, if I’d taken her warming seriously, my aunt might still be alive.”
“Or whoever staged her suicide might have gotten you too.” Unless Shelia’s death had actually been a suicide. From what little he knew about her, it seemed just as likely that she had just neglected to turn on the radio because she knew she wouldn’t be singing anymore.
Roxie thought for a moment then sighed. “You’re right. Speculation is a waste of time. We need facts and Lor is a good place to start.” With that settled, at least in her mind, she turned and continued down the hallway.
Elias watched the sway of her hips and the stubborn tilt of her head. Even in a utility uniform the woman managed to look appealing.
Lor and Blayne were engaged in a terse conversation when Elias and Roxie arrived. Lor sat in the desk chair, but at some point he’d turned around and faced his friend. Elias tapped on the open door, drawing the other two’s attention. “Can we interrupt for a minute or should we come back?”
“We were just venting.” Lor motioned them forward. “Come in.”
Elias ushered Roxie into the office/lounge. They were halfway across the compact room when he noticed Roxie staring at Blayne. Her expression was hesitant yet curious, so he disregarded the unexpected surge of possessiveness twisting through his being. “That’s Blayne, one of the other Mystics. He and Lor are married to sisters.” Why had he felt it necessary to establish the fact that Blayne was unavailable? Jealousy wasn’t usually one of his problems.
Roxie offered the Mystic a quick smile, but didn’t hold out her hand. It hadn’t taken Elias long to realize Roxie didn’t like to be touched, especially by people she didn’t know. And his quick trip through her past made her reaction tragically understandable.
“It’s nice to meet you.” Blayne returned her smile and Elias felt another annoying surge of jealousy. Blayne had responded to the crisis at Unique Ink along with the other Mystics, but Roxie must have blacked out before she saw him.
“Did Morgan step on your toes again?” Elias asked Lor. It was a safe bet. Lor and Morgan had been politely butting heads ever since her project networked with the Mystic Militia. Neither leader was used to having their decisions questioned and the collaboration required compromise on both sides.
“Actually my mood has nothing to do with Morgan, for a change.” Lor rubbed the back of his neck as Elias and Roxie sat down. “King Indric found out about Gerrod and sent three of his private guards to ‘escort’ Jillian to Bilarri. Just like that,” he snapped his fingers, “I’m out one sixth of my team.”
Roxie leaned closer and whispered, “Who is King Indric?”
Before Elias could reply, Lor provided the explanation. “He’s one of four regional kings on Bilarri. His sister was the war bride who gave birth to Gerrod, which makes her Jillian’s grandmother. King Indric never knew who captured his sister. She claimed that she never learned his name.”
“Why would she lie? Was she protecting her captor?” Roxie made it sound like the worst sort of betrayal.
Elias shook his head. “She was protecting her people. The hostilities between Bilarri and Rodymia had deescalated at that point. The war continues to this day, but there hasn’t been a full-blown battle in years. She knew if Indric found out that Pern Keire had been her captor, Indric would rally all of Bilarri on her behalf. Hundreds, maybe thousands, would have lost their lives over something that couldn’t be changed.”
“Is that going to happen now? Will King Indric call his forces to war now that he knows who abused his sister?”
“It’s doubtful,” Lor told her. “Pern is dead, as is King Indric’s sister. King Indric was simply protecting his progeny.”
“And of course Odintar went with her,” Blayne grumbled. “So we’ve lost our best healer.”
“Enough about our problems.” Lor waved away the gloom and managed to smile. “What can we do for you?”
Roxie looked exhausted and was obviously still on edge, so Elias dove right to the heart of the matter. “When you scanned Roxie, did you sense any latent abilities?”
“I was focused on the language infusion. What you’re requesting requires a more invasive scan.” He looked at Roxie as he said, “The scan won’t harm you, but it might be uncomfortable.”
“It’s important.” She produced a wan smile. “I’m not afraid of a little pain.”
The comment sent a jolt of pity through Elias. She’d dealt with way too much pain in her young life. He wanted to surround her, protect her from anything that might hurt her again. Starting with Lor. Elias knew the scan was necessary, but he didn’t want any of the Mystics near Roxie, physically or metaphysically.
“I’m going to go see if our mates are finished with training.” Blayne smiled at Roxie again. “It was nice meeting you. Hope the scan reveals what you want it to show.”
After Blayne left, Lor persisted, “Are you sure you want to do this? You seem hesitant?”
“I’m just tired.” Her weary tone reinforced her claim. “It’s been a really long day.”
“All right. Then close your eyes and try not to resist me.” Lor bowed his head and silence descended.
Much to Elias’ surprise, Roxie reached over and took his hand as she closed her eyes. This wasn’t the first time she’d turned to him for support and it pleased him immensely. Protecting her was his primary focus and earning her trust would be an integral part of his success.
But it wasn’t professional responsibility that sped his pulse each time his fingers encountered her skin. Roxie attracted him, intrigued him. He wanted to be near her. Hell, he wanted to be inside her, surrounded by her heat as he caressed her entire body with his.
He brushed the back of her hand with his thumb and her fingers tensed against his. She squirmed in her chair, her features tight with concentration and uncertainty. He didn’t speak, didn’t want to distract her, but he wanted her to remember she wasn’t alone.
The silence lengthened and her discomfort became more apparent. He covered their joined hands with his other hand and gave her a little squeeze. He desperately wanted to pull her into his lap and wrap both arms around her, but he drove back the impulse through sheer force of will.
“Almost done,” Lor told her. “Take a deep breath. Now another.”
She leaned closer, resting her head against the side of his shoulder. He couldn’t wrap his arm around her because she still clutched his right hand, so he settled for caressing her forearm with his left hand. Her light, clean scent filled his nose, making him hungry for another taste of her mouth. Kissing her had been an impulse, an unwise impulse apparently. He’d thought of little else since their mouths separated. She’d responded far more enthusiastically than he’d thought she would, which fueled his already errant imagination.
Her hand tightened around his and a ragged hiss escaped her lips. Elias looked at Lor, ready to make him back off, but the Mystic raised his head.
“I sense no latent abilities of any kind.” He waited for Roxie to open her eyes before he added, “She has trace amounts of Mystic energy, as all hybrids do, but not all hybrids can manipulate magic. I hope this isn’t too much of a disappointment.”
“Actually I’m relieved.” She might have been able to convince Lor with her sincere-looking smile, but Elias didn’t miss how quickly she glanced away. “Let’s get going.” She pulled her hand out from between his and stood. “Thanks for your help.”
Elias hurried after her, knowing she wasn’t nearly as calm as she appeared.
“What does this mean?” she asked as soon as they were alone in the hallway. Not that anyone was ever really alone in the Bunker. Every square foot of the complex was under continual surveillance. Except for the living quarters. With his hand on the small of her back, he led her back in that direction.
“I’m not sure what it means. Either Pern’s hypothesis was wrong or there’s something unique about your DNA that prevented the conversion.”
“Either way, I’m dead.” Her voice sounded flat, hopeless.
He stopped and spun her toward him. “Not a chance. We will protect you. I will protect you.”
“I know you mean it, but protecting me is certainly not Morgan’s priority. I’m a means to an end, an acceptable loss applied toward the greater good.”
It was hard to argue with her when everything she said was true. Morgan had been particularly ruthless where Roxie was concerned. “Nothing is going to happen to you.”
After twisting out of his hold, she walked even faster. “You don’t know that. No one does.” She led him straight to the freight elevators without missing a turn. Obviously, she’d been paying more attention to her surroundings than he’d thought. Like most doors in the secure levels, the elevator required a palm scan to access, so knowing where things were didn’t help her all that much. Still, he was impressed by her ongoing attempts to control the situation. Most civilians would have given up long before now.
“Even outside, the signal sucks,” he warned as the elevator took them topside. “We’ll be lucky if we can get a call to connect.”
“How do you guys communicate with the outside world? What about Ontariese? Can ‘ET phone home’?”
“We’re playing cat and mouse with the Shadow Assassins. We don’t want them to know where we are any more than they want us to find them. The Mystics can communicate with other planets, but for the moment they’re limiting their transmissions to absolute emergencies. Same with our transmissions. Every call we place, be it cell phone, satellite uplink, or two-way radio, runs the risk of revealing our location.”
“Is that your way of talking me out of this?”
They stepped out into the purple twilight as she dug her cell phone out of her pocket. “Not at all. I’m just warning you that you might have to be content with texts.”
She held the phone up, likely looking for a signal. “Two bars. I’ll give it a go.” She activated the call and raised the phone to her ear. “Hey, Tess, can you hear… Yeah I know the connection sucks… I’m fine, I promise… I know, but… I’ll explain everything… Damn.” She looked at the screen. “It’s gone.” She glanced at him and asked, “Will a text go through?”
“Go ahead and enter it. If the phone finds a stray signal, it usually sends the message.”
She quickly entered several messages then returned the phone to her pocket. “Hopefully she heard me well enough to know I’m still alive.”
“She’ll see you tomorrow and you can explain… Well, you can’t tell her much more than our cover story, but at least she won’t be worried anymore.”
She was quiet and brooding as he took her back to his quarters. He’d hoped talking with one of her friends, though extremely briefly, would lighten her mood. The opposite seemed to have happened. He scanned open the door and she hurried inside.
“Are the corridors monitored?” she asked.
He fought back a smile, impressed by her instincts. “They are, but what made you ask?”
“Your demeanor changes whenever we’re in the hallways. You tense up and your speech becomes more formal.”
“Really?”
“But this room isn’t monitored. You’re relaxed here, more yourself.”
He let the smile for when the impulse came again. “After a few short days, you know me well enough to spot the real me?”
“Nothing about these days has been short.” She moved away from the door but didn’t return to the sitting area. It was as if she wasn’t sure where she wanted to go or what she wanted to do. “I feel like I’ve been locked up for months, not days, and you’ve been assessing me the entire time.”
“I’m sorry about that. It’s never fun to be under the microscope.” Her agitation was palpable. She was like a cat brushing against his legs, begging to be petted, reassured. Who was he trying to fool? Her need for comfort was real, but he’d been fighting the urge to touch her since the first moment he saw her in a helpless heap on the floor of her shop.
“It’s your job.” She heaved a weary sigh and strolled toward the workstation, which also took her closer to his bed. He doubted that the maneuver was intentional, but his body hardened all the same. “I know your interest isn’t personal.”
“Then you don’t know me as well as you think you do.”
Her gaze shot to his and lingered for a long, tense moment. She nervously licked her lips then looked away. “I don’t think I can deal with the holding cell right now. Would you please ask Morgan to assign me my own room?”
“I know what she’ll say.” She dragged her gaze back to his and arched her brow. “It’s the holding cell or here. I’m not allowed to let you out of my sight.”
“She can’t lock me inside a room with an actual bed?”
“Security protocols don’t work that way. Living quarters are tuned to the occupant. The doors lock automatically, but the occupant needs to be able to come and go as they please.” It wasn’t an outright lie, more like an exaggeration. Security routines would have to be reprogrammed, but Morgan could make it happen. The details didn’t matter. Roxie needed to trust him and they didn’t have time to build that trust through more conventional means.
Roxie looked at the bed then her anxious gaze swept the room. “You don’t even have a couch. Am I supposed to curl up in one of the chairs?”
“No. You’re supposed to curl up in my arms and trust that I won’t do more than protect you. We’ll be posing as lovers. You need to stop flinching away from my touch.”
“I don’t flinch away from your touch.”
He closed the distance between them in less than a second and framed her face with his hands. She immediately drew back so he let her go, despite the very real urge to tighten his grip. “You do.”
“I don’t mean to.” She brought her hands together in front of her, creating an obstacle between them.
“I know, but that doesn’t change your instinctive reaction.”
She crossed her arms over her chest, looking lost and alone. “And you think sleeping with you will change instincts developed over decades?”
“The more I touch you, the more comfortable you’ll become with being touched.” He stepped closer, not quite recapturing the ground he’d lost. “As long as you enjoy the way I touch you.”
Her lips trembled as she asked, “Did Morgan tell you to seduce me?”
He lightly grasped one of her wrists, easing her arm down. “I don’t think any power on Earth could keep me from seducing you. You fascinate me. And you’re not indifferent. I’ve seen the way you look at me.”
“You’re an attractive man. Of course, I’ve looked at you. That doesn’t mean I’m ready to surrender.” Despite her objection, she lowered her other arm, though she kept her hands at her sides.
He didn’t rush her, just let the tension build. As long as she didn’t push him away, he could be as patient as she needed him to be. “This isn’t a battle, darlin’. We’re not at war.”
“Well, it isn’t a romance either. I’m your assignment.”
She was already more than that. He’d accepted that this connection had nothing to do with his assignment, but Roxie wasn’t ready to hear it. “Then think of it as a negotiation. I’ll never take more than I’m offered, but you can’t blame me for needing to ask.” He placed his hand on her waist and waited for her to accept or reject the featherlight touch.
Again, she didn’t pull away. “I don’t want to have sex tonight. My emotions are too…tangled.”
He slid his hand to the small of her back and slowly drew her toward him. “I never said anything about having sex. I know you’re confused and I would never take advantage of you like that.”
“Then what are you proposing?”
“I just want to touch you, kiss you, comfort you. The rest can wait until you’re ready for more.”
 
Roxie chuckled, her hardened nipples inadvertently teasing his chest. Damn his confidence. She usually hated arrogant men. So why was Elias the exception? He definitely qualified as arrogant, and still she was drawn to him. “You’re presuming I’ll eventually be ready to have sex with you.”
Rather than argue with her, he pulled her firmly against his chest then grasped the back of her neck with his other hand. He covered her mouth with his and staked his claim with overt purpose. She gasped and tensed, her hands clutching his upper arms.
She was just about to push him away and demand that he return her to the holding cell when he eased back and let her breathe. He didn’t release her entirely though. His lips caressed hers, sliding and pressing as his tongue teased. Gradually she relaxed into his embrace and tilted her head to a better angle. His long fingers splayed against the back of her head, holding her still while his tongue sank deeper. He pushed his taste into her mouth as their breaths mingled. She felt dizzy, almost drunk with the sudden rush of desire.
“Share my bed.” He whispered the words against her parted lips then kissed her deeply again.
“I don’t want—”
He cut her off with another kiss. “I know and we won’t. I just want to touch you, feel you arch against me and gasp my name.”
“Gasp your name while you’re doing what exactly?” She turned her head when he tried to kiss her again. “This is a negotiation, remember. I want the terms spelled out.”
With a sexy chuckle, he nipped the side of her neck. Hot tingles erupted deep in her body and she squirmed against him. “I agree not to pressure you for sex tonight if you’ll allow me to touch your naked body in any way I want.”
“With your hands?” she persisted.
He looked up and grinned. “I’m good with my hands, but I’m even better with my mouth.”
She groaned at the thought then shivered. “Which is why your mouth will not wander below my waist.”
He closed his eyes for a moment then growled. “Ah, honey, you’re heartless.”
“No, heartless would be pretending I don’t want this at all.”
His thick lashes lifted and his hazel eyes stared into hers. “When we do this for real—and we will—you’ll be as desperate for me as I am for you.”
Her body was there already, but he was right. Her mind was filled with uncertainly and her emotions were raw. If they made love tonight, she’d never be sure if she’d wanted him or just wanted an escape from the worst day of her life.
He stepped back and undressed with frantic speed as she fiddled with the drawstring on her pants. He tugged off his boots and socks then peeled his shirt off over his head, leaving him bare to the waist. She watched him as she kicked her sandals aside, captivated by the stark symmetry of his amazing body. Even through his clothes it had been obvious he was in good shape, but her imagination hadn’t done him justice. Every muscle was highly defined, sculpted to human perfection.
“Do you need some help?” He’d been about to unfasten his pants when he asked the question.
She shook her head. “I’m just enjoying the view.”
He chuckled and stripped away his pants, leaving only tan boxer-briefs. He flexed his arms and struck a body builder pose. She laughed then looked away. “Your turn,” he urged.
She wasn’t ashamed of her body, exactly. She’d just never been with someone who looked like Elias. Her legs were long, her hips narrow, and her breasts were small. Did he like skinny women or did he prefer someone shaped like Morgan? Most men liked curves on a woman. Maybe she should—
His warm fingers brushed the side of her face, drawing her gaze back to his. “I want to see your tattoos.”
The heat in his gaze combined with his encouraging smile and her apprehension melted. She pulled her shirt off and tossed it aside. He had the drawstring untied and her pants halfway to her knees before she disentangled her arms from the sleeves. She wasn’t wearing anything under the borrowed uniform even though her original clothing had been returned to her freshly laundered and neatly folded.
“Well, this is a naughty surprise.” His gaze dropped as he cupped one of her breasts.
“I wanted to keep my clothes clean for when I’m released.”
“It wasn’t a criticism. I think clothes as a whole are overrated.” He pulled her lower body against his as he bent to her breasts, forcing her to arch her back. His lips fastened on to one nipple and she gasped as he drew her deeply into his mouth.
This was happening too fast and she wanted too much. Desire made her vulnerable. “This is a bad idea.” He switched to the other side, ignoring her protest.
And then he was touching her. His hands slid over her body without rhyme or reason. Well, he had an obvious reason, driving her insane, but there was no pattern, no predicting where he’d touch her next. His lips trailed after his hands until she stood trembling in front of him.
“Wow,” he murmured as his lips drifted over her shoulder and onto her back. He stood beside her now, one arm wrapped around her waist in front while the other moved freely over her back, hips and butt. “Did the same person do all of these?”
She shook her head, not trusting her voice.
“This is obviously the same artist.” He touched the intricate floral piece that ran down the right side of her back and then spiraled around her right thigh. “It’s amazing.”
His fingers traced the female warrior dominating the left side of her back. She was one of Roxie’s favorites, sexy yet fierce. “Is this how you see yourself?”
She looked back at him then shook her head. “She’s not me. She’s my guardian spirit, someone to watch my back.”
He pressed a kiss to her temple and just held her for a second. “You’ve never had that before, have you? I forget how lucky I am to be part of a team.”
The observation cut deeply. He was right. She’d been alone her entire life, struggling through each crisis, each challenge, with no one to count on, no one to look to for support. “It made me strong.”
He turned her toward him, his gaze searching her. “It made you suspicious.”
“It kept me alive.”
“It makes me sad.” He kissed her slowly, tenderly, stirring emotions she wasn’t ready to feel.
She responded to the gentleness for only a moment before fear forced her to react. Reaching between their bodies, she squeezed his cock, wanting passion to burn away the pain. He felt thick and long beneath her palm, and her groan was as loud as his. “Aren’t you going to get naked?”
“Not unless you change the rules.” He guided her hand to his hip. “And none of that. You can’t touch me below the waist unless you’re ready to renegotiate our deal.”
“But that’s not fair. You get to touch me anywhere you want.”
He swept her up in his arms with a predatory grin. “I never said it would be fair, just mutually agreed upon.” He placed her in the middle of his bed then stretched out on his side. “Tell me about the phoenix. It’s really well done.”
He meant the tattoo on her left shoulder. “I’ve had her for a long time. She’s one of the only early ones I don’t regret.”
“You don’t like all of your tattoos? Then why did you get them?” He slipped his arm beneath her neck and rested his hand on her chest. His fingers nestled between her breasts.
“Tastes change and I learned what a really good tattoo looks like. How long have you had yours?” She reached up and traced the intricate black and gray pattern banding his upper arm. “It’s really different, geometric, yet whimsical. Whoever did it was good.”
“That’s high praise coming from you.”
Her gaze returned to his and they just stared at each other for a moment. Then she whispered, “I’m scared.”
He lifted his hand from between her breasts. “About this?”
“No.” She guided his hand to her breast and held it there. “I need this. I’m scared about tomorrow.”
“Fear isn’t always a bad thing. We just have to work with it rather than letting it control us.”
“That’s easy for you to say. You’ve been at this a lot longer than I have.”
“Which is why I won’t leave your side. Even if I have to handcuff myself to you, I won’t let you face this alone.”
It was a sweet sentiment, but she knew it wasn’t that simple. There was a very real chance one of the Shadow Assassins would teleport her to Sevrin’s new facility and Elias would be left behind. “I know I’m not just bait. Morgan wants them to take me. Does she have a way to track me once they do?”
He looked away, clearly tormented by the possibilities. “Yes, but I don’t want to talk about this now. We have a few precious hours before reality intrudes again. Can’t we just focus on each other?” His hand shifted to the underside of her breast, his thumb stroking her nipple.
More than ready to escape reality, she pulled his face down to hers and let her troubled thoughts just fade away. Elias was here now, warm and commanding, and she needed to be overwhelmed by pleasure rather than uncertainty. She opened to the first touch of his tongue as desire curled through her body.
He worked her nipples into hard little peaks as his tongue explored her mouth. She returned the kiss without hesitation, her tongue stroking just as boldly. She touched his shoulder and chest then squeezed his arm, unable to reach more of his hard body.
Emotion surged to the surface with staggering intensity. She needed more than these teasing touches. She needed him over her, inside her, driving reality away with each forceful thrust. A whimper slipped out between their sliding lips and she murmured. “More. Please.”
He eased one of his legs between her thighs then pulled her up onto her side, pressing their bodies together from neck to knee. His fingers tangle in her hair and his free hand grabbed her ass, sliding her up his thigh then back down. Understanding what he had in mind, she began to rock her hips. Her mound pressed against him and slid over him, creating friction against her clit. She groaned and moved faster, pressing harder.
Their kiss turned desperate as tension gathered low in her belly. He held her head steady as her body arched and churned against his. Despite the need pulsing inside her, she became aware of his stillness, his complete focus on her pleasure.
She tried to reach down between them, but he caught her wrist and moved it away from his crotch. She tore their mouths apart. “I don’t want to do this alone.”
“You’re not alone.” His tone was harsh, his features tense. “Let me do this for you. I need you to trust me with your pleasure.” His hand returned to her butt, squeezing firmly as he urged her back into the rocking motion. She closed her eyes, prepared to concentrate on the friction. “No. Look at me. Share this with me. Trust me.”
The last phrase morphed from a plea into a silken command. She shifted her hips, searching for the angle that created the most sensation. The flecks in his eyes gleamed like polished gold, bright and mesmerizing.
Pleasure intensified with each rotation. His mouth returned to hers, his tongue taking on the rhythm of her hips. She felt suspended above the bed as if her mind were separate from the feelings pulsing through her body. Close. She was so damn close.
His long fingers pushed between her thighs, teasing her folds from behind. He wasn’t even touching her clit, but it didn’t seem to matter. Her core clenched hard, grasping a fullness that wasn’t there. Then everything flew apart, propelled from deep inside her.
She cried out against his mouth, shuddering as spasm after powerful spasm tore through her. His mouth slowed and gentled as she flowed through the pleasure and gradually returned to reality.
She couldn’t remember closing her eyes, but her lids felt heavy as she raised them. He rolled her onto her back and urged her legs apart then knelt between her thighs. She stared up at him in stunned confusion. Why did he look so…hungry?
He found both her wrists and pulled her arms above her head. She just watched him, still tingly and relaxed from her amazing orgasm.
“Don’t move your hands.”
She was so sleepy she could hardly move at all, so she didn’t argue. He caressed his way down the underside of her upraised arms then peppered kisses over her features. His lips teased hers then moved on before she could deepen the kiss.
“What are you doing?” She began to squirm as he nipped his way down the side of her neck. “I’m not sure how you could have missed it, but I just came really hard. Now it’s your turn.”
He lifted his head and grinned at her. “I’m not finished with you yet.”
Excitement tingled down her spine at his uncompromising tone. “Is that so?”
He palmed the underside of her breast and sucked hard on her nipple. “You’re going to come for me again.” He switched to the other side. “And again.” His gaze bore into hers with possessive passion as his hand skimmed over her abdomen and pushed between her thighs. “And again.”
* * * * *
Morgan dragged her gaze away from yet another useless report and rubbed her eyes. There hadn’t been any new information from any of her sources for weeks and she’d been building her network of contacts for almost a decade. Roxie really was their only hope and she was innocent of any wrong doing. Collateral damage was almost unavoidable in a situation this complex, but that didn’t make the potential sacrifice any easier.
Someone knocked on her office door, drawing her attention away from her laptop, and her troubled thoughts. “It’s open.” She quickly closed the report. It was a semi-paranoid habit, but so much of what she dealt with was classified. She couldn’t afford to let her guard down for even an instant. Too many lives were counting on her.
Lor eased the door inward but didn’t actually enter her domain. She still wasn’t sure if it was politeness or intimidation that kept his manner so formal. He had no reason to feel threatened by her. He had powers at his command that she could barely understand, much less hope to emulate. “Have you spoken with Elias since I scanned Roxie?”
“No.” She pushed back from her desk and stood. If he wouldn’t come to her, she’d go to him. She was tired of shouting across the room. “What did your scan reveal?”
“I’m not sure why, but Roxie has no latent abilities.”
She froze, shocked by the news. “Really? Are you sure? Her DNA scans confirmed that she’s a hybrid.”
“I’m sure.” He relaxed enough to lean his shoulder against the doorframe as his gaze turned speculative. “I spent the last hour speaking with two of your geneticists. They confirm what Gerrod told you. The combination Pern discovered should consistently produce empowered females.”
Confirmation was always nice, but that didn’t jive with what Lor had just discovered. “Then why didn’t it work with Roxie?”
“Roxie’s father didn’t follow Pern’s formula.”
“In what way?”
“All of the females Gerrod bred with were one hundred percent human. Roxie’s mother already possessed alien DNA, which disrupted the mutation.”
Morgan rubbed her temples, no longer able to ignore the throbbing “I’m so tired, I’m not even sure if this is good news or bad.”
“For our purposes, I think it’s moot. All of the Shadow Assassins on Earth are hunters. It’s unlikely they possess the skill needed to detect this weakness. They’ll probably conclude that her abilities are still latent and proceed as if nothing were wrong.”
“There were a few too many qualifiers in there for my comfort.” Morgan sighed. “I was really hoping we could arm her with some sort of ability before we sent her into the lion’s den. I’m not sure how to ensure her safety, yet I’m even more convinced that we have no other choice.”
“Elias indicated that you have a way to track her.”
“I do. It’s an isotope we came across in our dealings with another group of visitors. As long as they keep her on Earth—and Sevrin wouldn’t have built a new headquarters if she intended to return to Rodymia—I can track Roxie. But knowing where she is doesn’t keep her safe. I need to look her in the eyes and explain how I’m going to do that.”
“That’s not your job. It’s mine. The Shadow Assassins are my responsibility. I’ve sent for reinforcements and requested a larger team. The new personnel should be here by morning. If you can keep track of Roxie, I can ensure her safety.”
Morgan hesitated. She hated having to rely on others for any element of her success, but Lor was right. She didn’t have the tools needed to take on the Shadow Assassins and he did. “I know your right. It’s just not comfortable admitting that there is something I can’t do.”
“I wouldn’t know.” He softened the boast with a smile then pushed off the doorframe. “Go get some sleep. You look exhausted.”
She chuckled, pleased that they had bonded to the point where he would tell her. “Right back at you, buddy. I’ll see you in the morning.”
She returned to her desk and turned her laptop toward her. As if the infernal machine knew she was about to turn it off, it pinged, indicating a new email just hit her inbox. It was well past midnight. Who would email her at this ungodly hour?
Curiosity trumped fatigue and she launched the program.
The new message was from Flynn. Good thing she’d checked. His messages had been erratic since he started sleeping with Sevrin, but he never risked a message unless it was important.
As was his habit, his information was succinct and urgent:
Put Roxie back! Sevrin intends to check on her in the morning. More details to follow as situation allows.
“Shit.” She rushed across the office and ran after Lor.
He turned around as he heard her call his name. “What’s wrong?”
“We’re out of time. We have to move Roxie now.”



 
 
Chapter Seven
 
Elias watched his fingers sink into the heat of Roxie’s snug passage. He was working on her third orgasm and her scent was driving him crazy. If he didn’t taste her soon, he wasn’t sure he could control the other desires pounding through his body. Hoping to distract her with the shuttle of his fingers, he slowly lowered his head between her thighs.
She grabbed his hair with both hands and tugged him away from his target. “You’re violating the terms of our agreement.” She laughed at his startled expression. “If I can’t touch you, you can’t lick me.”
Unable to deprive himself completely, he withdrew his fingers and raised them to his mouth. His gaze stared into hers as he savored her salty-sharp taste. “Then let’s renegotiate. I really want to put my mouth on you.”
A frantic pounding on his door preempted her reply, then Morgan’s voice called from the corridor. “Elias! Open up. It’s important!”
He scrambled off the bed and struggled into his jeans as he rushed across the room. “What’s wrong?” He only opened the door far enough so they could see each other.
“Roxie better be in there with you. I just came from her holding cell.”
“She is. What’s wrong?”
“Sevrin plans to check on Roxie first thing in the morning. We have to get her in place now.”
“How can she possibly know that?” Roxie asked from beside the bed. She’d pulled on her shirt and was tying the drawstring on her uniform pants. Close enough to decent. He let the door swing inward and went to his closet for a clean T-shirt.
“We managed to recruit one of the Shadow Assassins,” Elias told her. “He’s been feeding us information for months, but his value exploded when Sevrin let him into her bed.”
“Sevrin’s lover is working for you?” She looked at Morgan as Elias finished dressing. “Does Lor know about this?”
“He does now.” Morgan stepped into the room and closed the door behind her. “I wasn’t intentionally keeping it from him. The detail just never came up.”
“Yeah right. Did Lor buy that line of bullshit?”
Morgan actually laughed. “Not any better than you did.” The light moment passed as quickly as it had formed and Morgan was all business again. “Lor will be here in a minute. He had to send a message to Ontariese requesting reinforcements ASAP. We were hoping to have everyone briefed before we sent you home, but that’s not possible now. We’ll have to do things in stages.”
“Elias said you’ll be able to track me even if they teleport me to their new lab.”
Like Morgan, Roxie seldom beat around the bush. Elias hoped they’d eventually find other commonalities. The tension between them made it uncomfortable for everyone.
“With your permission, we’ll inject you with an isotope that transmits a harmless form of radiation. The radiation lingers in the air for several hours, so it can be detected over very long distances.”
“Like from another planet?” Roxie crossed her arms over her chest, her emotions already shutting down.
Elias moved up beside her and took her hand. “They’re not going to take you to another planet. Half of Rodymia just came here.”
“And we’re not going to send you into the fight without any sort of weapon.” Morgan pulled a slender metal band out of her pocket. It rolled in on itself, creating concentric rings. “This is a suppression collar. It prevents a Shadow Assassin from accessing their powers. They’re still strong and fast, but it will prevent one from teleporting you long enough for Lor’s men to arrive.”
“Is it still functional?” Elias took it from her and looked it over. “Didn’t they cut if off Gerrod?”
“They did, but that wasn’t the problem. It needed to be reprogramed. These things are ‘tuned’ to an owner’s DNA. Anyone can activate it, but only the owner can activate the release mechanism.”
Elias reluctantly handed it to Roxie. He was thrilled that she’d have some form of weapon at her disposal, but she’d have to be within arm’s reach of the Shadow Assassin to use this one.
“Who owns this one?” Roxie slowly unrolled the band, as she turned it this way and that.
“Lor and I co-own it, thought it would be safer that way.” Morgan held out her arm. “Hold tightly to the end and snap it against my forearm.” Holding the end firmly between her thumb and forefinger, Roxie snapped the device against Morgan. The curved band expanded, rolling smoothly outward until it encircled Morgan’s arm. “And the harder you snap it, the faster it unrolls.” Morgan pressed her thumb against the seam and spoke a word Elias didn’t recognize. The locking mechanism clicked, hissed, and then released. “When you’re ready to use it, don’t hesitate. It’s the only one we have.” She handed the device back to Roxie.
Before Roxie could respond, someone knocked on the door. Elias reluctantly left her side and opened the door for Lor.
“I’ll have two new Mystics within the hour and an additional four by morning,” Lor told them.
Morgan nodded. “Good. We need all of the help we can get.”
Elias returned to Roxie’s side and placed his hand at the small of her back. They faced each other in a messy circle in the middle of Elias’ living area. Judging from their disheveled clothing and the purple smudges under their eyes, neither Morgan nor Lor had been to bed yet. A conference room would have been more comfortable, but everyone was too focused on strategy to relocate.
“Did Lor tell you about my lack of abilities?” Roxie asked Morgan.
“Yes and my geneticists think the transformation wasn’t triggered because your mother already had alien DNA. All of the empowered daughters were born to full-blooded humans.”
“Good to know,” Elias muttered though he wasn’t sure how, or if, it affected the current situation.
“Will the Rodytes be able to tell that I don’t have abilities?” Roxie asked. “Can they scan me like Lor did?”
She’d posed the question to Morgan, but Lor answered. “Their skills are different than mine. All of the Shadow Assassins on Earth functioned as hunters. If any of them had sweeper skills, we’d be in trouble, but I just confirmed that they do not.”
“Wasn’t Nazerel eligible for both programs?” Morgan sounded as if she were reluctant to bring it up.
“He was, but he was never trained as a sweeper. I just spoke with Varrik about this very thing.”
“Who is Varrik?” Roxie wanted to know.
“He was the alpha sweeper,” Lor told her. “Likely the most powerful of all Shadow Assassins.”
“He’s the one who helped them liberate the Shadow Maze, so most consider him a traitor,” Elias added.
“We need to get moving,” Morgan reminded. “Have you two worked out the details of your cover story?”
“We have,” Elias assured.
“Then the next step is being seen together. Don’t wait around for Sevrin. She might not want you to know she’s there. Take him to your shop, introduce him to your friends, act like you’re in a new relationship and can’t keep your hands off each other.” She glanced at the rumpled bed and smiled. “Somehow, I don’t think that will be too difficult.”
Lor took a step forward angling his body more fully toward Elias and Roxie. “I’ll have my team in place within the hour. Most of the time you won’t see us, but you’ll have backup at all times. If you’re willing to permit it, I’d like to form a telepathic link so we can speak to you directly. I also had another thought.”
“I’m listening,” Roxie said.
“Now that you’ve been intimate, I can create a proximity bond.”
She looked around, obviously panicked. “Elias said this room wasn’t monitored. How do you know…”
Lor just smiled. “Lucky guess.”
Elias moved his hand from her back and interlaced their fingers. “Basic powers of observation. The room is not monitored. What’s a proximity bond?”
“It’s a metaphysical link that tethers you together. Where one goes the other will follow.”
“Even if I’m teleported?” No one could have missed the hope in Roxie’s tone.
“Yes,” Lor assured with another smile. “But emotions and thoughts can escape across the link so it’s not wise to create such a bond unless the couple shares some level of intimacy.”
“I’m game,” Elias said without hesitation. If Roxie didn’t have to face this alone, any emotional sharing would be worth it. Besides it might be interesting if she could feel the full impact of his attraction to her. It would obliterate her fear that he still considered her an assignment.
“Having to go through this alone was my biggest fear,” she admitted. “I’d welcome the bond.”
“You were never going to be alone,” Lor stressed. “We just had to work out the logistics.”
“I hate to rush you,” Morgan said, “but we don’t have a lot of time. We have to get you two in place before Sevrin arrives.”
“Wait a minute.” Suspicion and anger suddenly animated her delicate features. “If Sevrin’s lover is your spy, why do you even need me? Can’t he tell you where the new lab is located?”
Morgan shook her head. “Nothing is ever simple when Sevrin is involved. Flynn is either drugged or blindfolded when he’s taken to the complex. He doesn’t know the exact location. We know it takes less than an hour to reach, so our search area has shrunk considerably. But that still leaves a lot of ground to cover.”
“Are you sure you can trust Flynn. He’s kind of an asshole.”
The description made Morgan smile. “He’s been playing up his ruthlessness to attract Sevrin’s attention.”
“And Nazerel’s,” Roxie countered. “Those two are thick as thieves.”
“That’s by design, as well. I promise you. He’s one of the good guys.”
Roxie waved away the subject. “It makes no difference to me, except it sounds like I’m still needed.”
“Definitely.” Morgan’s expression grew serious and she moved directly in front of Roxie. “We’re doing everything we can to mitigate the danger, but you’re still taking a huge risk. I’m aware of all you’re risking and appreciate your willingness to help us.”
Roxie smiled. “Careful, ma’am. You’re going to ruin your reputation as a hard-ass.”
Morgan chuckled. “Well, we can’t have that.” She motioned Lor forward and moved out of the way. “Get busy, Master dar Joon. We haven’t got all day.”
“Or all night as it were,” Lor muttered. “Frist things first, I’ll anchor a telepathic link with each of you and then I’ll form the proximity bond.”
Elias had been working with the Mystics for almost two months now and they still managed to amaze him. Lor was skilled and powerful, and Elias barely felt it when Lor anchored the first link.
Can you hear me? Elias nodded and Lor smiled. The link is interactive. You can respond silently.
That will come in handy. Will Roxie and I be able to talk mind-to-mind?
Only when the link is already open. The connection must be activated by a Mystic.
Lor moved closer to Roxie and asked, “Are you ready?”
“I should be used to this by now.” She sighed, but her fingers tightened against Elias’ hand. “Go ahead.”
For a moment Elias sensed nothing and then his connection with Lor tingled and expanded. Like an operator searching for a radio signal, his mind filled with white noise then Lor’s thoughts cut through the static.
Is my signal clear? Lor looked at Roxie and she nodded. Try to respond. We need to be able to hear you as well.
We? She turned her head sharply and looked up at Elias. Can he hear my thoughts too?
Lor chuckled, but his expression remained patient. Only after a Mystic has opened the link. But you need to be careful what you say. Anyone skilled with telepathic links can access this connection. If I shield it any more securely, you wouldn’t be able to hear me.
She accepted the limitation with obvious disappointment. Okay. I can hear you fine.
Can you hear me? Elias asked.
Loud and clear.
And that’s all there is to it. Lor smiled at Roxie. Now that wasn’t so bad, was it?
She blinked a couple of times then shook her head. “No, but you’re not finished.”
“The proximity bond is only a little more complicated, still nothing to fear.” Lor held out his hand, palm up. “Place your hands on mine. You must be touching each other as well as me.” Elias put his free hand on top of Lor’s and Roxie followed his example. “Roxie, your hand must touch mine as well as his.”
“Sorry.” She curved her fingers until her palm pressed against his hand and her fingertips rested on Lor’s.
“Now try to relax and accept the new sensations. It will feel strange, but it shouldn’t be painful.”
Roxie closed her eyes, but Elias watched her. He could still feel her silken skin as he slid his hands over her body. A faint hint of her taste lingered on his tongue, teasing him, making him hungry for more. With a frustrated sigh, he dragged his gaze away. His distraction endangered them both. He needed to resist these feelings and focus on her safety. At least until the danger had passed.
It was just easier said than done.
As if to mock his determination, emotions flowed into his mind and cascaded through his body, pulsing desire and urgent anticipation. He wasn’t the only one remembering their love play and Roxie’s imagination was just as detailed as his. Elias shivered and finally closed his eyes.
“That should do it.” Lor’s voice sounded strained as if he was trying not to laugh. “The next few days should be interesting for you two.”
“How far apart can we get?” Roxie asked.
Elias opened his eyes and arched his brow. “Trying to escape me already?”
“Actually I was wondering if I could still use the bathroom alone. If you must know.”
She was lying. He could see a clear image of them together in a steamy shower and he was more than open to the idea.
“The bond will keep you within ten feet of each other. That should give you enough of a separation for bodily functions and the occasional moment of privacy.”
“Why don’t you see if it works?” Morgan suggested.
Roxie rushed toward the bathroom and Elias felt a shockingly strong pull as she hit the proximity limit. He was literally dragged across the floor until they were within ten feet of each other again. “Okay, this is going to be strange.”
“Better strange than separated.” Roxie looked at him, a complex tangle of emotions making her blue eyes shine. “And I think you should have this.” She held out the suppression collar. “If he’s focused on me, you’ll have a better chance of actually getting that thing around his neck.”
He wasn’t sure he agreed with her, but he accepted the device. She was obviously overwhelmed and he would do everything in his power to make her feel safe. “Whatever you need, I’m there.”
She smiled. “I appreciate you doing this for me.”
He started to say it was his job, but the words felt dishonest now. She was more than his assignment and he couldn’t pretend otherwise. “We’ll get through this together.”
* * * * *
Sevrin stood in the parking lot outside Roxie’s apartment building, feeling like a desperate voyeur. “Are you sure she’s in there?”
Flynn shrugged. “That’s where she lives.” He pointed to the corner unit on the second floor. “Whether or not she’s in there is anyone’s guess.” He scraped at the pavement with the toe of his boot, obviously restless and annoyed. “I could slip in behind an invisibility shield, but every time I use my abilities I risk detection. A wise woman once told me that.”
Her only response was a smirk. She’d issued the warning because the hunters had been using their abilities indiscriminately. People on Ontariese were used to Mystics flashing into sight and walking through walls. Earth was different. Humans stopped and stared when anything out of the ordinary happened. And worse, they whipped out their phones and started recording.
“Why don’t you go up there and knock on the door,” he suggested.
“Maybe I will.” The sarcastic retort sprang automatically to her lips, but the idea took root within her mind. If the Mystic Militia had gotten to Roxie, Sevrin needed to know about it now. She could not allow Lor and his team of busybodies to realize Roxie’s true value. Sevrin had suffered too many setbacks already. She had no choice but to press onward. “If they tagged her, will you be able to sense it?”
Flynn stopped fidgeting and looked at her. “My abilities don’t work that way.”
“Your father was a sweeper. Didn’t you inherit any of his abilities?” Flynn frequently bragged about all of the things his father had been able to do. Only Varrik, the alpha sweeper, had been more skilled, at least according to Flynn’s stories.
“My aptitudes more closely aligned with hunter training.”
She glared up at him. “That didn’t answer the question. Can you sense Mystic energy or not?”
“I can, but Roxie is a hybrid. Mystic energy will resonate from her even if her abilities are latent. It’s unlikely I will be able to sort through the specifics with any reliability.”
“We know Lor and at least two of his men were in her shop. I need to know what happened after Nazerel left.”
“And you think she’s going to tell you?” His scoff, though quiet, made her palm itch for contact with his lean cheek. She tolerated insubordination from no one. “She’s terrified of you.”
“Exactly,” she snapped. “And I want to make damn sure she stays that way.”
“She’ll tell the Mystic Militia you’re still in town. Right now, they have no idea where you are.”
“Maybe, and maybe not. There was no way to completely shield the arrival of the supply convoy. We avoided human detection, but any Ontarian ship would have been able to identify where the transports landed. If Lor is as clever as they say, he knows we’re still in the area. I’m not quite ready for Roxie, but from this point on, I need to know her exact location.” With her decision made, Sevrin smoothed down her narrow skirt and started across the parking lot.
It was still early, yet already the sun glared across a cloudless sky. Rodymia was hot compared to Ontariese and Bilarri, but the air was soft and moist, and trees were plentiful. It was far superior to this barren wasteland. She took the nearest staircase to the second floor then strode to Roxie’s front door. The complex was clean and well-maintained, yet far from luxurious. There was no doorbell, so she raised the metal knocker and rapped several times. When no one responded, she had Flynn pound with the heel of his hand.
“What do you want?” Roxie called without opening the door.
“I just want to speak with you. Open the door.”
“I can hear you just fine like this.”
Sevrin looked around to make sure no one was about then moved closer to Flynn. “Flash me inside.”
“Say please.” He leaned down and nipped the side of her throat.
“We don’t have time for this.” She smacked his shoulder. “Flash me inside.”
His arm encircled her waist and he yanked her hard against him. An instant later, they stood in the front room of Roxie’s apartment.
“How did he…”
Roxie’s shock was almost believable. “Don’t pretend you’ve never seen someone teleport before. I know for a fact you have.”
Instantly Roxie dropped her little-girl-lost act. “Fine.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I did everything you asked me to do. What do you want now?”
“Where did they take you after Nazerel left your shop?” Sevrin watched Roxie carefully, waiting for a twitch or guilty glance, any sign of deception.
“They all went after Nazerel. I never left my shop.”
Roxie remained composed and sounded sincere, but Sevrin knew better. “You’re lying. After an inadvertent exposure, you would have been debriefed. Where did they take you and what did they do?”
“This is between you and them,” Roxie insisted. “I want nothing to do with it!”
Sevrin crossed her arms under her breasts, pleased by the flicker of fear in Roxie’s gaze. She was a latent hybrid, unaware of her true worth. She should be frightened. “Answer a few simple questions and I’ll be on my way.”
The bedroom door inched open and Flynn sprang into action. He flew across the room and kicked the door inward, driving the unseen observer back. But rather than retreat, the dark-haired man attacked in an admirable—though foolish—attempt at bravery. The stranger slammed his shoulder into Flynn’s stomach, wrapped his arms around his hips and drove Flynn to the floor, flat on his back. Momentum carried the stranger down as well. Flynn gasped in a breath then his hands glowed as he prepared to launch energy pulses at the other male.
“Don’t kill him,” Sevrin commanded, her voice sharp and urgent. “I want to speak with him.”
Flynn’s fingers curled and the glow slowly dimmed. “Get off me, human.” He snarled the last word, making it sound extremely unpleasant.
The human climbed off Flynn, and Sevrin had her first good look at him. He was tall and muscular, with short yet wavy hair. His sharp green gaze settled on her for just a moment before he looked at Roxie. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. You should have stayed out of sight.”
Roxie was trying to protect this mass of muscle? How sweet. “Who are you?” She moved closer, wanting a better look at his eyes. Was he truly human or an Ontarian in disguise?
“He has nothing to do with this.” Roxie reached for her upper arm, but Flynn intercepted her attempt, moving her hand well out of range. Roxie jerked her arm out of Flynn’s grasp and insinuated herself between Sevrin and Elias.
The human wrapped his arm around her waist and kissed the top of her head. “I can take care of myself, darlin’. You don’t need to worry about me.”
There was a slight accent to his speech that Sevrin found intriguing. Was he Roxie’s lover or something more interesting? “I wasn’t aware you had a significant other,” she prompted. “Why have I never seen him before?”
“This is the first time we’ve actually been together.”
“Let me guess,” Sevrin muttered. “You met online.”
Roxie’s gaze sharpened as she shot back. “Recent events prompted his visit.”
It was an explanation and yet so much was left undefined. “Which events do you mean and from where does your handsome suitor hale?”
“That would be Austin, Texas, ma’am.” He held out his hand with an unassuming smile. He was like a large canine, ever eager to please his master. She wasn’t sure if she was amused or disgusted by his friendliness. It was foolish for anyone to be that trusting.
After a quick handshake, Sevrin focused on Roxie again. “What happened after Nazerel left?”
Roxie licked her lips, clearly uncomfortable with the subject. “The weapon he discharged gave me a terrible headache.”
Sevrin fought back a smile. So that was how they explained her sudden unconsciousness. The Mystics hadn’t admitted to using a mental compulsion; Nazerel had discharged some mysterious weapon. “Go on.”
“They wanted to make sure—”
“Who are ‘they’? How many people did you see?”
“I just saw Jillian and her boyfriend.”
Did Roxie really think she was stupid? “If you only saw two, who went after Nazerel?”
“Jillian mentioned the others. I never saw them.”
Possible, but not probable. Roxie’s caginess could be the result of fear, but she could also know a whole lot more than she was pretending. “I interrupted you. What were you going to say?”
“They wanted to make sure Nazerel hadn’t harmed me, so they insisted I come with them.”
That was interesting. “Where did they take you?”
“I’m not sure. I was blinded by the headache on the way there and they blindfolded me when they drove me home.”
“And when was this?”
“Five or six hours later.” Roxie shrugged, looking more uncomfortable by the minute. “I don’t know exactly. The entire day is sort of blurry.”
Had they taken her to their ship? No, that would have created more problems than it solved. “To what sort of facility were you taken?”
“It was a small clinic or doctor’s office in a building all by itself. There wasn’t much around it either. I have no idea how they stay in business.”
“How long did it take to get there? Could you tell what direction they drove?” She paused for a challenging smile. “Did they drive you there or choose a faster means of travel?”
“Like a helicopter?” the human suggested in an attempt to be helpful. Too bad he didn’t have a cunning mind to go with that handsome face. It might have been amusing to provoke Flynn with the possibility of competition.
“We were in a SUV, nothing more elaborate.” Roxie licked her lips again and snuggled back into her companion’s embrace. “They gave me something for the pain, so I was pretty groggy on the way there.”
“And on the way back? How long were you in the SUV?”
Roxie shrugged again. “I’ve never been good at gauging time, especially when I can’t see what’s going on around me. Maybe an hour and a half.”
“Who did you see while you were at this clinic? Describe them for me.”
The Texan had a calming effect on Roxie. Her voice grew stronger, her expression more composed as she leaned back into his embrace. “Jillian stayed with me. She felt really bad about everything that had happened. I saw a doctor and a nurse. The doctor was a balding man in his fifties. The nurse was maybe thirty-five, blonde, a little on the heavy side. Neither of them were anything special. Why do you ask?”
Why indeed. Had the Ontarians taken her to a human doctor or had Roxie agreed to keep their secrets? Sevrin could usually sense it when someone lied to her. Roxie just seemed nervous and impatient. “How did your boyfriend become involved?”
“He isn’t involved. That’s the point.”
He caught her gaze over the top of Roxie’s head. “She called me in hysterics, ma’am. Asked if I could fly in for a few days. I wasn’t about to tell her no.”
“You flew in from Texas?” Why would he drop everything and come to the rescue of someone he’d not yet met? Humans were so strange.
“Yes, ma’am. We kept saying we should meet in person. This gave me a hard enough push to make it happen.”
“When did you get in?”
“Around three yesterday morning,” Roxie told her. “We’ve been here ever since.” She made a bland gesture toward the bedroom.
That explained the sexual tension sizzling between them, but Sevrin lingered a moment longer. Flynn had said Roxie’s car wasn’t at her apartment when he’d checked the day before. He might have been lying about checking. Sevrin had been angry with him at the time. It was hard to believe Roxie knew nothing more than she was saying. It was just too convenient. Or Roxie had been carefully insulated against information that could harm her. But why would the Mystic Militia care about the fate of a latent hybrid? Something here just didn’t add up.
After a long, strained pause, Roxie said, “I thought you left town.”
“I did.” She motioned toward Flynn. “He drove me back so I could speak with you. Flynn drives really fast.”
“Well, I’m sorry you wasted the trip. I don’t know any more than I did the last time you saw me.”
“Somehow I doubt that, but I’m willing to let it go for now. Just remember how fast Flynn can have me here if I ever find out you’ve betrayed me.”
“I haven’t betrayed you.” Roxie calmly met her gaze, almost daring her to doubt the claim. “I don’t know what’s going on between you and Jillian’s friends. More importantly, I don’t care. Your fight has nothing to do with me, so leave me out of it.”
Sevrin stared at Roxie for another moment then motioned Flynn toward the door. They opened the barrier this time rather than flashing through it.
“What did you sense in there?” She waited until they were well away from the apartment to ask.
“I felt pulses of Mystic energy, but that’s not unusual with a hybrid. I also sensed a link between them, but that’s not unusual for a couple who recently became lovers.”
“It wasn’t a mating bond, was it?”
“No. A mating bond is significantly stronger. I’m not even sure this one was formed intentionally. Does Roxie even know she’s a hybrid?”
“I certainly haven’t told her. And if what she told me is true, the others have no reason to tell her either. Could you tell if she was lying or not?”
He shook his head. “My powers don’t work like that.”
She sighed. She had no reason to doubt him. Still, something didn’t feel right. She couldn’t define her discomfort, but she’d learned long ago to trust her instincts.
They reached a small weedy clearing between two of the three apartment buildings. She carefully checked to make sure they weren’t observed then stepped into Flynn’s embrace. “Take me to the Team South house. It’s time I had it out with Nazerel.”
* * * * *
“Why didn’t you flash in here?” Roxie shouted at Blayne. She was so angry she was shaking. When the Mystics failed to intervene during Sevrin’s visit, Roxie had presumed something had gone horribly wrong. But moments after Sevrin’s departure, Blayne and his two new friends casually knocked on the front door. “Sevrin was right there! All you had to do was grab her.”
“You were never in any danger.” Though compassion shone in Blayne’s silver-blue eyes, his tone remained resolute. “Capturing Sevrin is no longer our primary objective.”
“What are you talking about?” Elias flared, every bit as pissed off as Roxie.
The Mystic glanced at his silent companions before he explained. The other two Mystics stayed well back, allowing Blayne to take the brunt of their hostility. “Early this morning Morgan received a detailed update from Flynn. The situation is much worse than we thought. Sevrin has six females in varying stages of transformation. This has become a rescue mission.”
“I don’t understand what you’re talking about.” Roxie took a deep breath, trying to calm down enough to recall everything she’d learned in the past few days.
“Sevrin has been trying to transfer Mystic abilities into someone born without them for decades. The Shadow Assassins were part of that process. We thought she’d given up when she found out about the battle-born daughters. Apparently, we were wrong.”
“Apparently,” Elias grumbled. “What makes you think she’s still at it?”
Blayne visibly braced for their reaction as he said, “She’s not just ‘at it’; she has succeeded. There are six human females at her lab that now exhibit Mystic abilities.”
“That sucks, but what does it have to do with why you didn’t help us?” Roxie crossed her arms, her hands still tightly clenched. “This could have been over. It should have been over!”
“Flynn can’t lead us to the lab,” Blayne reminded. “If he could, none of this would be necessary.”
“I know that, dumb-ass.” It was all she could do not to slap the serene expression off his face. “Sevrin sure as hell can.”
“It would have taken days, perhaps weeks of Mystic interrogation to unlock Sevrin’s mind. She has trained for years to resist such probing. By that time the captives would have been slaughtered, along with any nonessential personnel, and all evidence of the research destroyed. Rodytes are ruthless. Our only hope is a fast, clean, surprise attack on the actual lab.”
Dread dropped like a brick into the pit of Roxie’s stomach. “Meaning there is no longer any other option; she has to take me there?”
“She has to take us there.” Elias slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her against his side. “You’re not going anywhere without me.”
“Do you still have the suppression collar?” Blayne asked Elias.
“I do.”
“Thank you for not using it. It’s much better if they don’t realize we have one.”
Roxie tensed and looked up at him. “Did Blayne tell you not to use it?”
“He didn’t have to. It would have been wasted on Flynn. Besides, by the time we were wrestling, it was obvious the Mystics weren’t going to interfere.”
“Why was it obvious to you?” She twisted out of his light embrace and moved several paces away. “It surprised the hell out of me.”
“Sevrin was just doing recon. This wasn’t an attack.”
Roxie turned back to Blayne, emotions still seething inside her. “Go. Away! If you can’t bother to show up when I need you, you sure as hell aren’t going to hang around when I don’t.”
Blayne motioned to the other Mystics and all three flashed out of sight.
An exasperated cry tore from Roxie’s throat. “I really need to hit someone!”
Elias ambled toward her, all calm, composed, alpha male. She wanted to kick him in the shins just to change his expression. “Go ahead. I can take it.”
She shot him a disdainful look. “It would probably just hurt my fist.” He reached for her hand, but she snatched it away, not yet ready to accept the comfort waiting in his warm embrace. “Do you think she bought it?”
He lifted one broad shoulder in a lazy shrug. “I don’t know how much of your story Sevrin believed, but she wasn’t suspicious enough to confront you and you’re still safe. We couldn’t ask for more.”
“Yes we can!” She planted her hands on her hips and glared up at him. “I want this finished. I want all of the aliens out of my life and I want…” Her breath shuddered out and she furiously blinked back tears. That evil bitch would not make her cry! She wouldn’t allow it. “I’m going to take a shower. If I don’t cool off, I’m going to punch a hole through the wall.”
“Or,” he stepped even closer, his gaze beginning to smolder, “we can work off your frustration and take a shower together when we’re done.”
“I won’t perform for Blayne and his cronies.”
“I’m sure they’re nearby, but they know you’re upset. They’ll give us a little space.”
She stared into his eyes as their proximity bond vibrated with excess energy. She couldn’t deal with a gentle seduction right now. Fast and frantic makeup sex was more in line with the emotions surging through her. With a silent prayer that he’d understand what she was doing, she drew back her hand. She paused for a heartbeat, making her intention obvious, then swung fast and hard, her open palm angled toward his face.
He caught her wrist a millisecond before her palm connected with his cheek. “I’m not the enemy.” His tone was dark and smoky, filled with sensual promise.
“No, you’re my jailor, my shadow, my guard.” The words sprang automatically to her lips, fueled by lingering resentment and insecurity. She yanked against his fingers, reveling in the strength so obvious in the simple hold. “Why won’t you leave me alone?”
“I can’t.” He leaned down and whispered, “I won’t.”
She shoved against his chest with her free hand, but he felt solid, grounded, unmovable. Excitement tingled through her, awakening her senses as heat trailed in the wake of the other sensations. Rocking up onto the balls of her feet, she twisted his T-shirt around her hand. “What do you want from me?”
“You know what I want.” He released her wrist and wrapped both arms around her, pressing her tightly against his body. “I’ve made my desires clear. The question is, what do you want from me?”
“Nothing.” She wiggled and twisted, rubbing against his hard body until they were both breathless. God it felt good, but her temper was still churning. “You’re an arrogant jerk! I don’t even like you.” She threw her weight back, knowing he’d catch her, keep her safe within his arms.
He chuckled, both hands moving down to grasp her butt. “Your pride’s sayin’ one thing, honey, while your body’s sayin’ another. Which should I believe?”
“Believe whatever you like.” She arched away, turning her head sharply to one side. “You don’t care what I say.”
Effortlessly reading her silent signals, he fisted the back of her hair and turned her head back around. “No more teasing, no more games.” His mouth covered hers, urging her lips apart for the bold thrust of his tongue.
She moaned into his mouth, retuning the kiss with equal urgency. Her body came alive with a sudden jolt, anger fueling her desire. Her skin felt tight and hot, her nipples tingled and her core clenched hard enough to warrant another moan. She’d never needed a man like she needed Elias.
Her arms wrapped around his broad back and her hips started rolling. She rubbed against him like an affectionate cat. Suddenly, he stilled and clasped her hips with both hands. He tore his mouth away and looked deep into her eyes.
“Can you feel that?” He rubbed against her, leaving her no chance of misunderstanding his meaning. She licked her lips and nodded. “Then you know exactly what I want from you, what I need more than breath right now.”
The hunger in his gaze hypnotized her and triggered an ache deep inside. Before she could think of another objection, he picked her up and carried her into her bedroom. “You better not stop this time,” she whispered against his throat. “I need this too badly.”
“You’re not leaving this bed until I run out of condoms.” He bent his head and kissed her, the touch soft and tender this time. “Unfortunately, that’s not much of a threat. I only have two.” He tossed her onto the bed where she landed with a little bounce.
Roxie laughed, joy bubbling up inside her. “I think we can survive long enough to buy more.” His playfulness was even sexier than his growling intensity and she responded to it just as readily.
“We don’t actually need them, you know. Of course, you only have my word on that.” He sat on the side of the bed so he could pull off his boots and socks.
“What do you mean? I’m not on the Pill.”
“You don’t need to be.” He looked back at her then tucked his socks down inside one of his boots. “Hybrids can’t conceive without a mating bond and you’re immune to the vast majority of human diseases.”
Her pulse raced as he waited for her reply. His expectation was obvious, the hope shimmering in his eyes. She wanted to trust him, but there had been so many stories about aliens intentionally impregnating Earth’s females.
Elias wasn’t an alien.
But you don’t really know him that well.
Her inner voice won out in the end. If she didn’t protect herself, no one would. “I…” She swallowed hard and tried again. “I’d be more comfortable if you used a condom.”
“I understand.” His expression didn’t change, though he quickly looked away and disappointment sparked across their link.
Her heart sank and she reached out for him, not wanting the closeness they were building to slip away. He stood before her fingers made contact and hurriedly stripped off his shirt.
The bunch and flex of his muscles momentarily scattered her thoughts. She’d seen pictures and videos of people who were toned like this, but she’d never had the opportunity to touch one until she met Elias. He took off his jeans, pausing to dig the condoms out of his wallet before he let the garment fall to the floor. Dressed in nothing but his underwear, he turned back toward the bed. “If you’re not ready for this, we can—”
“I’m ready.” She knelt on the bed and pulled off her tank top. “I’m more than ready. But all the talk about war brides and knocking up coeds has made me a little paranoid.”
He tossed the condoms on the bed then pulled her toward the edge. With her kneeling on the mattress and him standing beside the bed, they were nearly the same height. “We’ll never do anything you’re not comfortable with and I’ll never lie to you.”
She lightly rested her hands on his shoulders, stubbornly meeting his gaze. “Never is a really long time. Let’s start with today.”
“Deal.”
Flashing his sexy grin, he swept her legs out from under her. She landed on her back with a gasp as he attacked the laces at the front of her black leather pants. She’d kicked off her sandals by the front door, a long-standing habit, so he was able to peel the supple fabric down her legs.
He caught her foot with one hand and raised her ankle to his lips. Tingles danced up her thigh and heat erupted in her core. He’d wanted to taste her the night before and she’d stopped him, hoping to slow the consuming fire devouring them both. The heat in his gaze made it obvious the need had returned. Or maybe it never left, maybe he’d been thinking about this ever since Morgan pounded on his door.
His lips brushed her ankle as his fingers blazed a trail up her calf. She tried not to squirm, to enjoy the light caress, but her body had other ideas. She felt tense and overstimulated and he’d barely begun to touch her. How would she survive once they really got going?
“Please,” she whispered, helplessly arching toward him.
“Relax,” he murmured, his lips caressing her skin. “I’ve got you.”
She clutched the bedding as his mouth explored her knee, finding sensitive patches she hadn’t realized were there. He took his time, frequently gazing into her eyes as his tongue stroked over her tingling skin.
It took him an eternity to reach her panties and still he wanted to tease. His fingertips skimmed along each edge, barely touching her skin. Anticipation crept closer to desperation and her thighs began to shake. She felt like a rubber band stretched to the breaking point, vibrating at that moment just before it snapped.
“You’re killing me,” she lamented, but his shoulders were firmly wedged between her legs now and she couldn’t do more than whisper protests.
Finally, he caught the sides of her panties and eased the garment down. She held her breath, tense and hyper-aware of everything about him. She felt the heat of his skin against hers and the gentle brush of his fingertips. His gaze burned into her flesh as she was revealed to him inch by inch. Even her lungs seemed determined to echo the rhythm of his breathing.
“Oh God…” He tossed her panties aside and buried his face between her thighs.
His tongue found her clit and the rubber band snapped. She cried out, coming in deep spasms that radiated out from her abdomen. His low chuckle assured her that he knew what just happened, and yet he didn’t stop. His lips slid against her folds and his tongue wandered from her clit only to return to the knot of nerves again and again.
The sensations had barely begun to recede when a fresh wave of pleasure flowed in behind it. Roxie rubbed against his mouth, helpless to resist the intoxicating aftershocks. It felt so good and yet it only made her desperate for what he’d denied her the night before.
She reached down and pushed her fingers into his hair, pulling gently until he raised his gaze. “Please. I need you inside me, now.”
In a blur of motion, he dragged off his underwear then grabbed a condom off the corner or the bed. He opened the package with his teeth and rolled the barrier down his shaft as he positioned himself at her entrance. His hands grasped her hips and their gazes locked, then he entered her in one long, steady thrust. Her eyelids drooped as fullness overwhelmed the other sensations. This wasn’t her first time, not even close, but nothing had ever felt so…significant before.
He pulled his hips back just as slowly then drove forward much faster. She gasped and drew her legs up along his sides. His hands moved up to her waist and he pulled her entire body even closer to the edge of the bed. He still stood on the floor, but arched over her now, his mouth latching on to one nipple.
Sensations zinged from her breast to her clit then rippled up along the walls surrounding him. She’d never been this aroused before, hadn’t realized her body was capable of all these sensations. Her entire body seemed attuned to his. He drove into her over and over, each thrust pushing the pleasure higher.
He kissed his way to the base of her neck, but couldn’t reach her mouth. With a frustrated growl, he wrapped both arms around her and pulled her up off the bed. He spun around and sat down then arranged her legs so she straddled his hips. They were still connected, but just barely.
His fingers tangled in her hair and he brought her mouth to his. “Ride me.” He whispered the command half a second before his tongue thrust into her mouth.
She clutched his shoulders, lost in the wild possession of his tongue, but gradually realized the rest of his body had stilled. He wanted her to “ride him”, she remembered through a haze of passion. Adjusting the position of her knees, she lowered herself onto his cock. He moaned into her mouth and his hands grasped her hips, steadying her without taking over.
Following his example, she pulled up slowly then drove down fast and hard, taking him deep into her body as they moaned in unison. One of his hands moved back to her hair, shifting her head to a different angle. His lips caressed and his tongue slid as she gradually found a similar rhythm.
Needing to feel all of him, not just the parts moving inside her, she stroked over his chest and onto his shoulders, down his arms then up his sides. Every inch of him was lean and tightly muscled, strong and capable. And every inch of his amazing body, every ounce of strength, every beat of his noble heart would protect and comfort her. Rather than looking for ways to manipulate and abuse her, he would take care of her. She shivered as the realization sent unexpected emotions crashing over her.
The smooth motion of her hips became stilted and then she stopped, tearing her mouth away from his. She turned her face to the side, not wanting him to see the tears gathering in her eyes. Her heart thundered in her chest and conflicting emotions twisted and pulled, making her feel anxious and afraid. He would never hurt her. She had no doubt about that. But could he really care for her, want more for her and from her than a stolen moment of physical release?
“What’s this?” His voice was low and patient, though their link still pulsed with unfulfilled desire. He brushed the hair back from her face, but she wouldn’t look at him. “Do we need to stop?”
“No.” She tightened her inner muscles and buried her face against his neck. “Just give me a minute.”
“Take all the time you need.” He held her, his hands caressing her shoulders and back. He didn’t ask questions or whisper platitudes. He surrounded her with warmth and caring, protecting her from her own insecurities.
Finally, she composed herself enough to lift her head. She pushed her fingers into his hair and stared into his eyes as she moved over and against him again. His expression was open and honest, hungry yet compassionate. She moved faster, taking him deeper, and desire burned brighter with each firm stroke.
His hands returned to her hips, helping now, yet still allowing her to set the pace. “Kiss me,” he urged.
Without slowing the rolling motion of her pelvis, she pressed her lips against his and pushed her tongue into his mouth. He sucked her deeper, his fingers digging into her hips. Emotions, hot and consuming, streamed into her mind. Afraid of the sudden deluge, she resisted at first. But individual feelings curled through her, identifying themselves as they passed. Affection, respect, and a protective sort of longing that could only belong to Elias. Sensing his personality in the unfamiliar emotions, she gradually surrendered to the intensity.
His emotions fueled hers and the kiss became wilder, more demanding. He thrust up into her, no longer able to remain passive. The combined movements doubled the impact, sending bursts of sensation all through her body. She gasped and arched, her inner muscles hugging him tightly.
Then he drove his full length into her and held her snuggly in place as he shuddered violently. Pleasure surged across their link, detonating a fresh cycle of rhythmic pulses. She shook with the force of her climax, lost to anything but the pleasure ricocheting between them.
He collapsed back across the bed, taking her with him. Her muscles gradually relaxed as she sprawled across his chest. He was still buried inside her and she couldn’t find the strength to crawl off him or roll to her side. This just felt too good.
“You okay?” His hand swept down her back and squeezed her butt with intimate familiarity.
“Why wouldn’t I be?” It was a foolish evasion. She knew exactly what he was asking about.
“Why’d you freeze up in the middle?” He hesitated over the description as if he couldn’t find exactly the right words to define what she’s done.
Not surprising. She wasn’t sure what had brought on her “freeze up”. “I’m not afraid of you.”
“I’m glad. The last thing I want to inspire in you is fear.” He touched her face. “Will you please look at me?”
Slowly, she pushed against his chest and raised her face until their gazes locked. “Everyone I’ve ever known wanted something from me.” He started to say something, but she shook her head. “I want to believe this is different, that it has nothing to do with your job, but I can’t forget how we met.”
“Earning your trust is an ongoing process. I understand that.” He stroked the side of her face then brushed his thumb over her lower lip. “And nothing I say is going to change your mind. You need actions, tangible proof that what I say is true.”
“I need time.” She sighed and nipped his thumb. “But I’m trying.”
“I know and I’ll do my best not to rush you.”
He wasn’t entirely to blame for the whirlwind pace, but everything was happening much too fast. “We should go see Jett and Tess. I’m afraid the half-connected call might have made them even more suspicious.” Reluctantly, she separated their bodies and crawled off the bed.
“We’re going to take a shower first.” He rubbed his bristly chin. “And I need to shave. Then let’s grab something to eat on the way. I’m starving.”
She glanced at him and longing clutched her heart, making her insides feel empty. Even sex tousled and scruffy, the man was gorgeous.
She shook away the now familiar ache and focused on one of the many questions lingering within her mind. “Something has been bothering me.”
Rolling smoothly off the side of the bed, he ambled over to her and pulled her into a light embrace. “Something I can help with, I hope.”
“I’m not sure. Morgan said Rodyte hybrids can’t conceive without a mating bond. If I can’t manipulate magic, how will I form one?”
His lips thinned and his jaw tensed, then he offered her a tight smile. “I don’t know.” He sighed and lowered his arms to his sides. “The obvious answer is you’ll need to mate with someone who can manipulate magic, but there are probably other ways. Lor linked us with the proximity bond and neither of us can manipulate magic. Don’t panic.” He smiled at her, a slow, sexy smile this time. “I just used us as an example. I haven’t forgotten that we just met.”
She nodded, but Elias had misunderstood her expression. She hadn’t panicked at the thought of bonding with him. Just the opposite in fact. Earth was her home and their uninvited guests had brought nothing but trouble into her life. She might have alien blood, but in her heart she would always be human. If mating with a Mystic was the only way she could have children, then she would adopt a human child.
“Let’s go take a shower.” She took him by the hand and led him toward her bathroom, turning her head so he wouldn’t see the uncertainty lingering in her eyes.



 
 
Chapter Eight
 
Morgan paused in the corridor outside the conference room and took a deep breath. The second wave of Lor’s reinforcements arrived a few minutes before and he asked that she join their briefing before they headed out to the field. Her team still outnumbered the Mystic Militia twenty to one, and her people were much more familiar with the setting. Still, that didn’t keep a knot of tension from forming every time she witnessed the Mystics’ extraordinary abilities. It was daunting to think what such people could do if their ambitions drove them toward conquest rather than cooperation.
Never one to avoid conflict, Morgan squared her shoulders and walked confidently into the room. “Good afternoon, gentlemen.” She glanced around the table to make sure she didn’t need to amend the greeting. As she’d presumed all of the new arrivals were male. Ontariese was still struggling with a disproportionately male population, so it had been a fair assumption.
Lor sat in her usual place at the head of the table, so she slipped onto the chair at the other end.
“This is Director Morgan Hoyt, leader of the human task force and our gracious hostess.” Lor’s tone stopped just short of condescension and four sets of curious eyes shifted toward her. Each man was dressed in jeans and a casual shirt. Their gently swirling gazes had been concealed behind contact lenses, making them appear human. The other two new Mystics were already in the field with Blayne. Their briefing had been on the fly, so Morgan hadn’t been involved. “Have you heard from Elias? Has Sevrin made contact with them yet?”
Morgan swallowed before she spoke, making sure her voice was calm and authoritative. “She walked right up to the door like the big bad wolf and demanded that Roxie let her in.”
“Is she a shapeshifter?” One of the Mystics asked, clearly baffled by her reference.
“Figure of speech.” Fighting back a smile, she waved away his confusion. “When Roxie didn’t oblige, Sevrin had Flynn teleport them inside.”
“Is she usually so bold?” another Mystic asked.
“She’s a Rodyte princess,” the original speaker muttered. “Of course she’s irrationally bold.” Though the war raged between Bilarri and Rodymia, the people of Ontariese had long since chosen the Bilarrian side.
“I presume Roxie wasn’t harmed or we wouldn’t be sitting here.” Lor brought the conversation back on track.
Morgan folded her hands on the table and kept her gaze focused on Lor. Though she couldn’t help wondering about the new Mystics’ abilities, she didn’t let it distract her. Their biggest challenge had been containing people who could teleport. Could the new Mystics solve that problem? “Sevrin bought the cover story or at least decided not to push her luck. Once again Flynn’s information proved accurate. Sevrin just wanted to make sure Roxie was easily accessible when the time comes.”
“When the time comes for what?” the chatty Mystic asked. There was one in every group, the self-appointed leader and spokesperson. If the facilitator could control that one person, he controlled the entire room.
Lor didn’t seem annoyed by the questions, so Morgan didn’t interfere. She generally asked people to wait until she finished her explanation before they voiced concerns or asked for clarifications, but this wasn’t her briefing.
“Sevrin has to verify that Roxie is healthy and capable of producing offspring,” Lor replied. “Does that make sense, Bentar?”
“Each prominent family was not simply promised a mate. They were promised an empowered female capable of producing empowered offspring,” Bentar persisted. “The élite families might have accepted Pern at his word, but they will demand proof from Sevrin.”
“Or they’ll bring someone who can determine the validity of her claims, like a Bilarrian slave or a rogue Mystic,” one of the others agreed.
“Which is why we attack, and attack aggressively, the moment Sevrin snatches Roxie,” Lor stressed. “Sevrin cannot be allowed to send word to her uncle that the first bride is ready. Pern’s final program must follow him to the grave or this could spark an interplanetary war.”
Bentar scooted closer to the table, clearly unsatisfied with the answers so far. “How do you know she hasn’t already sent word to the Crown Stirate? These noble sons of Rodymia could have arrived with the supply convoy.”
“We know they haven’t the same way we know about the supply convoy,” Morgan interjected. “Flynn isn’t able to provide us with all of the information we need, but the information he has supplied has been accurate.”
Bentar accepted her statement with a serene incline of his head. It was hard to judge the reactions of people who never changed their expression.
“Have there been any new developments?” Lor asked her.
“Not since this morning’s bombshell.”
“Which was?” Bentar wanted to know.
“Six captives in need of rescue and Sevrin’s reported success with human transformation. It’s what I explained just before Morgan arrived. The urgency of our mission has escalated and we have no choice now but locating the lab before we raid the Team South house.” Morgan detected tension in Lor’s silky tone. Apparently Bentar’s persistence was finally starting to annoy his commander.
“This informant provided the location of the Team South house?”
“He did, and we’ve already confirmed that it’s right where he said it would be.” Lor paused to rub the back of his neck.
“How many of these team houses are there?” There seemed to be no end to Bentar’s curiosity.
“Originally four. Team North is already in custody. Teams South and West combined, and it’s their house to which Flynn just gave us the address. Flynn doesn’t know the exact location of the Team East house.” Lor rattled off the facts with a minimum of elaboration, likely hoping to discourage follow-up questions.
Before Bentar could speak again, Morgan addressed the room at large. “We’ve been tracking phantom energy spikes for several weeks now. The spikes stopped while the hunters were moving to their new locations. They tried to make it seem like they’d left town and scattered to the wind, but the spikes have started up again and they’re still relatively close. The move was smoke and mirrors. They might be in new buildings, but they’re still within a hundred-mile radius of Las Vegas.”
“Our largest challenge has been capturing men who can teleport through most containment fields.” Lor returned to Morgan’s earlier point.
Not surprisingly, Bentar had a question. “Odintar was not able to contain them? How is that possible?”
“As I said, Odintar was recently injected with their nanites, but the hunters have had them since birth. Their physiology is in perfect harmony with the nanites, so they simply function better.”
This brought up a question Morgan had been eager to ask. “I know you asked Jillian’s guards about better weapons or a compact containment system. Were they able to help?”
“Who is Jillian?” Bentar asked.
“One of the hybrids we encountered in our search for Nazerel,” Lor explained. “It turned out that she was a direct descendant of King Indric, so he provided her with a safety contingent.”
Bentar nodded his approval. “If anyone can help us deal with Rodyte technology, it’s the Bilarrians.”
“And were they able to help?” Morgan brought the subject back to the original point.
“Yes and no.” Lor spread his hands with a frustrated shrug. “Bilarrian weapons are better than ours, but incapacitating the hunters is only half the problem. We have to be able to keep them once we catch them.”
His discouragement worried her. “I thought the holding cells at the new safe house had solved that problem. Elias told me you had tested them for us.”
“Blayne couldn’t teleport out, but Odintar could. It took him several tries and a massive amount of energy, but that won’t bother the Shadow Assassins.”
“So we’re stuck transporting them to Ontariese?” This was not what she’d wanted to hear. Each time they opened an interdimensional portal they risked discovery and triggered a mountain of paperwork for her.
“Perhaps not. King Indric sent over the prototype of a mobile containment field generator. When I asked for assistance six weeks ago, this prototype was still in development. He can’t guarantee it will work, but it’s definitely worth a try.”
“How is it used?”
Thank you, Bentar. She’d been just about to pose the question herself.
“It creates a field large enough to encase an entire house. As long as it’s turned on before the hunters realize we’re there, no one will be able to flash out. Theoretically, anyway.”
“How long can it be sustained onsite?” Morgan asked, beating Bentar to the punchline.
“Not long. Here’s the tricky part. Each hunter will need to be incapacitated and then moved to the safe house. With a steady source of energy, we should be able to use the prototype to augment the holding cells. Even Nazerel shouldn’t be able to escape.”
“Shoulds and shouldn’ts make me uncomfortable,” Bentar grumbled. “Are there no better options?”
“If there were, we would have used them long ago,” Lor concluded. “We have two primary objectives. We must be prepared at any moment to respond to Roxie’s capture. Following her to the lab is our only hope of rescuing the captives and recovering the details of Sevrin’s research.”
“And two?” Bentar asked.
“We raid the Team South house, trapping as many hunters inside as possible. If we can accomplish those two objectives—and it will likely happen simultaneously—it will provide us with what we need to locate the Team East house and finally conclude this mission.”
“Are you sure?” Morgan didn’t want to rain on his parade, but she wasn’t willing to ignore a hole in his strategy. “Flynn indicated that the teams operate autonomously. Team South members aren’t going to be able to tell you how to find Team East. And it was my understanding that Sevrin has been conditioned to resist Mystic interrogation.”
“She has.” Lor paused dramatically. “But her guards have not. Flynn’s report indicated that Sevrin is always accompanied by one or more of her guards. One of them will know the location of the Team East house.”
She couldn’t argue with his logic, but it sounded like a lot to take on all at once. Unfortunately, they’d run out of alternatives. The time for action was now and their move had to be all or nothing.
“In the meantime, we start searching for the other brides. We know Pern contracted with fifteen families, but we don’t know how many hybrids he created. It could be considerably more than fifteen. Sevrin is alone in her search. She can’t involve others without admitting that her father didn’t trust her with the location of the females. At the moment, this is our only advantage and we must exploit it to the fullest. Assimilate the background information. Speak with anyone who might have known the war brides. Someone had to have delivered the babies. Learn the identity of the physicians or healers and find out what became of the infants. Were they adopted or did they become wards of the state?”
“I think we should contact the Symposium,” Bentar suggested. “Surely the Wisdom of the Ages contains some of this information.”
“It’s worth a try, though the Symposium’s information on humans is not nearly as extensive as it is on the life forms in our star system.”
Bentar nodded then said, “I will contact them anyway.”
“Are there any other questions?” Lor asked, looking pointedly at the other new arrivals.
“How is Roxie being monitored?” Bentar asked.
“She was injected with a radioactive isotope,” Morgan told him. “This form of radiation is harmless, but it’s so light it lingers in the air long after the person has left the area.”
“And you are able to track this radiation with human technology?” Bentar sounded skeptical.
“I didn’t say that.” She smiled at the argumentative Mystic. “The system didn’t originate on Earth. But don’t bother asking. Where we acquired the technology is irrelevant.”
“Does everyone understand their assignments?” When no one indicated otherwise, Lor said, “Dismissed.”
* * * * *
Elias looked around Unique Ink with new interest. Now that he knew Roxie better, he easily picked out aspects of her personality reflected in the decorating and arrangement of the tattoo shop. It was organized with a natural flow that maximized the limited space. Though at a glance the shop was rebellious and edgy, an underlying practicality was evident as well.
Roxie had timed their arrival for the late-afternoon lull, hoping to find her employees between customers. Her instincts had served them well. Jett and Tess sat on the sofa in the front of the shop, enjoying chai lattes.
“Roxie!” Tess set down her paper cup and ran to Roxie, hugging her tightly. “We have been worried sick about you.” She pushed Roxie to arm’s length and looked her over. “No bumps and bruises? You’re really okay?”
“I’m fine.” She laughed and gave Tess another quick hug before stepping back. “And relieved to see my shop is still standing.”
“You’ll never have to worry about that,” Tess assured. “We love this place as much as you do.”
Jett set his drink aside with more deliberation then sauntered toward them. “Welcome back, Special Agent Bertram.” His tone was anything but respectful. “Odd that the regional office of the FBI has no record of you.”
Doing his best to hide his amusement, Elias glanced at Roxie’s indignant employee. “My home office is in Virginia. I gave you a business card when we first met. Did you call that number?”
“As if that would prove anything.” He cocked his head and narrowed his liner-accented eyes. His lips parted as if he’d say more, but Roxie cut him off.
“Give it up, Jett. As you can see, no harm was done.” Her expression remained bland, but Elias didn’t miss the mischievous sparkle in her eyes. “Special Agent Bertram took good care of me.”
“But where have you been for the past three days?” Tess looked at Elias, uncertainty widening her eyes. “We were starting to wonder if someone else had your phone.”
“That’s why I called last night, or at least tried to. I know the connection was really bad.”
“You didn’t answer her question,” Jett pointed out.
“My reaction to the experimental weapon was more serious than they originally thought. It took a bit longer to stabilize my condition than anyone expected, but I’m back now. Everything’s okay.”
“What about Nazerel and that woman?” Jett slipped his hands into his back pockets, puffing out his narrow chest. “What if they come back?”
“That’s why I’m here.” Elias met Jett’s gaze but kept his tone conversational. Jett needed to understand that he wouldn’t back down, yet he didn’t want to provoke a fight either. A pissing contest at this point was counterproductive and pointless. “It’s doubtful that either will return, but we aren’t willing to take chances with any of you. Until all of the culprits are in custody, I’m Roxie’s shadow.”
“But no one can know who he is,” Roxie stressed. “As far as the rest of the world knows, Elias and I have been talking online for the past few months. I was upset by the bizarre attack and asked if he’d fly in for a few days.”
“He’s staying at your apartment?” Disapproval sharpened Jett’s already hostile tone. Was this friendly protectiveness or did his feelings run deeper for his lovely employer? It was easy to understand why Jett would be attracted to Roxie, but Elias had originally thought Jett was gay. “Why is that necessary?”
“It’s hard to protect her if I’m not with her.” Elias took a step toward Jett and let his tone growl. He’d tried being civil and Jett had grown more belligerent. The fastest way to shut down a yapper was to establish dominance. “Relax. I won’t let anything happen to her.”
A tense moment passed as they stared each other down, then Jett’s shoulders lowered and he looked at Roxie. “Are you okay with this?”
Tess rolled her eyes. “Any straight woman on the planet would be okay with having him as a bodyguard.” She moved closer to Elias and motioned toward the tattoo peeking out from the bottom of his sleeve. “Can I see the rest? It’s unusual.”
Happy for the distraction, Elias pulled up his T-shirt sleeve, revealing the majority of the geometric design.
“Nice and clean,” Tess muttered. “Really unique.”
“I’ve seen similar designs before,” Jett grumbled, earning a reproachful chuckle from both of the women. Then he moved in for a closer look. “But this is really well done.”
Tess walked her fingers up Elias’ chest and smiled flirtatiously. “Have any more ink hidden under there?”
“He’s not taking his shirt off,” Roxie snapped, though laughter quivered through her voice.
“But you already know the answer, don’t you?” Jett moved back and folded his arms, looking petulant rather than mean.
“That’s none of our business,” Tess insisted, then she looked at Roxie and amended, “But you’ll tell me all the details later, right?”
Roxie laughed at their antics. “You’re both impossible.” Then, before the conversation could spiral completely out of control, Roxie casually changed the subject. “How does the rest of the day look?” She crossed to the display case and opened the appointment book, which lay near the cash register.
“I’m booked solid,” Tess told Roxie as she moved up beside her. “But Jett only has one appointment. Walk-ins have been sort of slow. We’ll be fine if you want to be somewhere else.” She glanced over her shoulder and smiled at Elias. “I know I would.”
“I think she’s trying to get rid of us,” Elias said in a stage whisper.
“Not Roxie. Just you.” Jett went to the other side of the display case so he faced the other three. His demeanor was still faintly adversarial. “Your cover story is irrelevant to our customers. Anyone can tell at a glance that you’re law enforcement. You’ll make people nervous. Drive customers away.”
“But I didn’t even wear my bulletproof vest.” He clasped both hands to his chest. “I’m hurt.”
Tess turned around and leaned back against the display case. “If this was really an online romance and you’d just met for the first time, she’d want to be anywhere but here.”
Roxie turned as well, smiling at Elias. “It’s an ambush.”
“We’re thrilled that our fears were unfounded,” Tess told Roxie, “but you should go play tourist for a couple of days. After all, Elias just got here. Right?”
“And he can’t stay indefinitely.” Now Jett sounded hopeful.
“I’ve never been to Las Vegas before,” Elias played along. “I’d love to see the Strip.” He had no objection to spending more time with Roxie. But was it safe for them to stroll around town? Would they be protected by the crowds or was it needlessly reckless? He was honestly not sure. Conventional wisdom said that the risk of discovery would decrease the chances that they would harm or attempt to kidnap Roxie, but nothing about these people was conventional.
“You win.” Roxie held up her hands. “I’ll entertain Elias. You two get back to work.”
“Yes, boss.” Jett finally smiled, but a hint of longing shadowed his gaze. “We’ll see you in a couple of days.”
Elias led Roxie back out into the Nevada sunshine. Dusk had yet to cast its cooling haze across the barren vista so the air was oppressive. They hurried to Roxie’s car and she set the vehicle in motion, hoping to aid the air conditioner in its never-ending battle against the heat.
“Where to?” she asked as she maneuvered the car into the flow of traffic.
“I’ve seen the Strip a million times,” he confessed. “Let’s just go for a ride.”
She kept her gaze focused straight ahead but her lips parted in a gentle smile. “I thought we already did that. Twice.”
He’d meant a leisurely time spent in her car, but more of what they’d done that morning sounded even more appealing. “Doesn’t mean we can’t do it again. And Again.”
“We need to stay in character, reinforce our roles.” Color blossomed across her cheeks as she glanced at him. “Do you think I’m shameless?”
He laughed softly and reached over to touch her bare thigh. “You’ll never be as shameless as me.” She’d worn a short, flirty skirt today, making the game even more fun. He pushed his hand between her thighs as he freed himself from the seat belt so he could kiss her neck. She squirmed and laughed, trying to push his hand away while still maintaining control of the car. “Both hands on the wheel.”
“You unfastened your seat belt,” she objected with another laugh, but obeyed the throaty command.
His fingers brushed against her panties, which were already damp. “Don’t mind me. Just keep driving.”
“Elias.” The word was part warning, part plea.
He pushed her left leg over, not wanting to disturb the foot responsible for acceleration—and braking. The insides of her thighs were smooth and warm. He teased the sensitive skin with the tips of his fingers, fascinated by the silky texture. “Can you come without closing your eyes?”
“No.” She wiggled as his touch grew bolder, skimming over her mound before returning to her thighs. “You need to stop.”
“You need to relax and accept the pleasure.”
She shivered, her hands shifting on the steering wheel. “We’re almost there. Just wait until we…”
As if to mock her assertion, the traffic light she approached turned red. He laughed and eased his fingers beneath the edge of her panties. He’d only intended to tease her, fuel their anticipation. But there was no one on either side of them and she was so warm.
“You’re wicked.” His finger gently parted her folds and she moaned, arching back against the headrest.
“And you love it.” Aided by her slick moisture, he easily found her clit. Each circular stroke of his finger drew the tension in her body tighter. He could see it in her face and feel the intensity pulse across their telepathic connection. Her lips parted and her hips rocked, increasing the pressure of his touch. She was close, so—
A horn blast behind them shattered the mood and she shoved his hand away. “I can’t believe you did that.” She laughed as she drove through the intersection and hurried on toward their destination.
“You started it.” He straightened in his seat and refastened his seat belt. “I’m glad your apartment is nearby.”
They arrived a few minutes later but didn’t make it to her apartment. Elias pushed her up against the wall on the railed walkway and kissed her with all the hunger she unleashed in him. She wrapped her leg around his thigh and clutched his shoulders, returning the kiss with equal urgency. They were both breathless and frantic by the time he pulled away.
“I want you inside me.” She whispered the words then ducked under his arm and ran for her door.
He was half a second behind her, hands flattened on the door as she fumbled with the key. “Let me.” He took the key out of her shaking hand and slipped it into the lock. She turned the knob and the door swung inward, drawing him off balance.
His weight nearly toppled her as they stumbled across the landing. He grabbed her keys, kicked the door closed, then rotated the lock before pouncing on her. “Thank God you wore a skirt.”
She wrapped her arms around his neck and held on tight as he urged her to the floor on her back. Their mouths met and locked, breaths mingling. And the bedroom was simply too far away. She tugged his shirt up around his armpits, but could go no higher because he wouldn’t raise his arms. Her skirt bunched around her hips as he reached beneath and pulled off her panties. He didn’t bother with her boots or any of his clothes. He frantically unzipped his pants and filled her snug core with one desperate thrust. Then he froze over her, eyes open wide.
“We didn’t stop for condoms.” His heart was beating so fast he could hardly speak. He hadn’t meant for this to happen, figured she would need some time to process the rapid-fire changes. But her thoughts immediately turned to sex and he’d been more than happy to follow along.
She wrapped her legs around his waist and squeezed him inside and out. “Look into my eyes and tell me we don’t need them. I’ll be able to feel the deception if you’re lying to me.”
He moved one hand to the side of her face and met her gaze. “You don’t need a Mystic link for that, darlin’. I’ll never lie to you.” He pulled his hips back then pushed deep again, never loosing contact with her eyes. “We don’t need protection.” He thrust again and she arched to meet him. “I want nothing between us. I need to feel all of you.”
Her inner muscles rippled and he was lost. He rocked back onto his knees and grasped her hips, taking her with deep, forceful strokes. Bending her knees even tighter, she drew her legs up along his sides. He watched her flushed face, amazed by the trust he saw in her gaze. She was open and welcoming, eager, yet surrendered to sensations she didn’t fully understand.
He could feel her pleasure as well as his own and the combination was exhilarating. He draped her legs over his arms and rolled her hips up, giving him even deeper access. Her heat surrounded him, desire and affection swirling through his mind. Unable to resist the intensity, even though he knew it would end much too soon, he threw back his head and arched, making each drive longer and harder.
She gasped suddenly, her body bucking beneath him. Pleasure barreled across their link, punching into him with staggering force. He groaned and drove deep as her core rippled around his entire length. The rhythmic tightening snapped what little remained of his control. He let go, shuddering violently as he came in deep, pulsing spasms.
Humiliated by his lack of control, he separated their bodies and helped her up from the living room floor. “Well, that was a pathetic attempt on my part. You probably have rug burns on your ass.”
She laughed merrily as she retrieved her discarded panties. “I started it, remember? And you weren’t the only one in a hurry.”
He caught her arm and pulled her close. “Will you give me another chance?”
She smiled up at him, not nearly as upset as he was. “I think I can be persuaded. Are you up for a challenge?”
“Definitely.”
“Then let’s see if we can both fit in my bathtub.”
* * * * *
Sevrin walked down the corridor of her underground Farm, enjoying the rhythmic ring of her boot heels on the gleaming white floor. The sixth transformation had begun and the female was still alive. Better yet, the first female—or actually the first to survive—had begun to demonstrate hints of the donor’s Mystic abilities. Just when she thought all was lost, a flicker of hope sparked within the ashes. If the unexpected progress, supplied by Orrit’s ruthlessness, continued along this trajectory, her future might actually begin to untangle.
“We’re so close, Father,” she whispered to the ever-present ghost who shaped so many of her decisions. Learning of her father’s secret project had been both crushing and exhilarating. She had been demoralized by the unavoidable fact that he hadn’t trusted her with the details, yet the opportunity to establish personal relationships with the most powerful families on Rodymia was invaluable. Unlike her father, who had always ruled through fear and intimidation, her uncle was ridiculously popular. Her only hope of influencing him was to create a network of backers so powerful he would be incapable of ignoring their collective will.
She shook away the far-flung aspirations. Her long-term goals could only be achieved one step at a time. And each step she’d taken lately had been solid and shockingly progressive. Even if Roxie was the only product of her father’s program that she located, it wouldn’t matter. Her father had promised the families empowered females capable of producing empowered offspring, and thanks to Orrit, she was now in a position to fulfil that obligation. Her customers didn’t need to know the means by which she accomplished her goals.
Pausing outside the holding cell containing the newest female, Sevrin studied her through the mirrored observation window. The other females had reacted to their captivity with tearful hysterics or sullen devastation. This woman was different. After an initial period of fear and anger, she had become composed and shrewdly observant. Orrit said she’d made some startlingly accurate guesses about what was being done to her, even though he conducted each procedure in stoic silence.
The woman was a bit older than the others, perhaps nearing thirty. She sat on the narrow bed, her legs folded in front of her. A tablet computer like the one she held had been given to each of the test subjects. Each device had been loaded with videos, books and games, while access to the internet had been disabled. Keep their minds occupied seemed to make them less combative.
Curious enough to make contact, Sevrin scanned open the door. The woman looked up, but didn’t speak. Sevrin waited until the door clicked shut behind her before she broke the tense silence. “How are you feeling?”
“Like a caged animal. How would you feel?”
So much for casual pleasantries. “Life as you knew it ended the night you were chosen for this program. You can live in miserable servitude, resenting the changes which have been thrust upon you or you can embrace the unexpected and flourish in your new environment.”
“Or I can spend the rest of my life trying to escape.” There was no anger in her tone just the calm assurance of an established goal.
“Trying is the operative word in that alternative. Once it has been established that your transformation is stable, you will be taken to another planet. Have you factored that into your escape plans?”
“It’s impossible.” She set the tablet down and unfolded her legs, scooting to the edge of the bed. “I can’t leave Earth. I have two children, and I’m raising them alone.”
Ah, it all made sense now, the reason for her maturity and caution. She had to survive this ordeal so she could return to her children. “Why have you not mentioned children before now?”
“It was pretty obvious that no one else gave a damn. The guards are drones; they just follow orders. The scientist was only interested in my ‘mutations’ and that skinny-ass doctor never once looked into my eyes.”
Her assessment of each was accurate. Orrit was right. This one was special. “What makes you think I give a damn about your children?”
“You’re the first one to bother talking to me instead of whispering about me.” Her leaf-green eyes met Sevrin’s gaze with calm curiosity. “The others answer to you, don’t they?”
“They do. As do you. What happened to the father of your offspring?”
The human tensed and lowered her gaze. “He’s no longer part of my life.”
An all too frequent happening with these humans. “Who ended the relationship?” Sevrin wasn’t sure why she cared, but the feisty human intrigued her.
“I did.”
Sevrin wasn’t surprised. “Why?”
“He was a cheating bastard who contributed nothing to the relationship but frustration and pain. I don’t have the time or energy for deadweight, so I cut him loose.” She folded her hands in her lap and looked back into Sevrin’s eyes. “Why all the questions?”
“What if your children were allowed to go with you? Is there anything else holding you here?”
The woman’s brow crinkled as she worried her lower lip. “Would they have to go through…whatever it is you’re doing to me?”
“No.”
“And releasing me is not an option?”
“Correct.”
Unshed tears made the human’s eyes shimmer, but she stubbornly blinked them back. “Then I would much rather have my children with me. Without them I will never survive.”
Unlike many cultures, Rodytes had always been more concerned with fertility than virginity. It could work to Sevrin’s advantage to have a female who was undoubtedly fertile. Her hybrid children would obviously take precedence over her human offspring, but there were many males who would tolerate another man’s offspring if their mother was empowered.
“If you survive the transformation, I will ensure that your children are sent along with you to Rodymia.”
After a long pause, the human looked at her again. “Why would you do that for me? I’m obviously at your mercy.”
Sevrin smiled. “You answered your own question.”
“Will you explain what’s going on, what’s being done to me and why?”
Sevrin thought about the options then decided to compromise. “If you’re still alive three days from now, I’ll return and provide a detailed explanation.”
The woman nodded but had nothing more to say.
“She’s interesting, isn’t she?” Orrit was waiting for her in the corridor. “Her name is Emily.”
Sevrin made a noncommittal sound. Why Orrit thought she would care about a captive’s name, Sevrin had no idea. Like all the others, Emily was a commodity, something to be bartered for power and wealth.
“Everyone is drawn to her,” Orrit rambled on. “I was thinking perhaps the other test subjects would be as well.”
“To what end?” He fell into step beside her as Sevrin headed back toward her office.
“I believe her positive attitude has helped produce some of the most stable results we’ve achieved so far. If she can calm the others, help them become more cooperative, it would benefit everyone.”
She looked at him, not quite sure if he was serious or not. “There are risks inherent in allowing them to interact. Do you believe the benefits would outweigh the risks?”
“There is only one way to find out. Subject four has been particularly combative. She has to be restrained or sedated, sometimes both, just to draw blood.”
Sevrin stopped walking and turned toward him. “Do you know what happened to Emily’s children? Before we start negotiating with her, we need to know if we can give her what she wants.”
“Good point. I’ll speak to the extraction team leader and find out the details of her capture.”
“Let me know what you learn and I’ll let you know what I decide about recruiting her as an in-house mentor.”
Orrit nodded and walked back the way they’d come. Her praise at his miraculous progress had defused his resentment, at least to some extent. He still made it painfully clear that his primary motivation was returning to Rodymia as quickly as possible, but he wasn’t quite so hateful.
Thoughts of Emily had her so distracted that she cried out when a large, warm hand came down on her shoulder. She whipped her head toward the intruder, ready to berate them for touching her, but Flynn flashed his sexy smile and her annoyance melted.
“Don’t’ scare me like that.”
He chuckled. “I called out to you twice. What has you so distracted?”
“Progress. Whenever things are going this well, I brace for impact.”
“Being prepared is always wise, but don’t let fear spoil all you’ve accomplished.” He hesitantly touched her arm, knowing he wasn’t allowed such liberties in public. “You work too hard.”
“And all that hard work is starting to pay off.” She raised one hand to the back of her neck and rubbed at the knot of tension. “What time is it?”
“Time for me to rub you down with hot oil and—”
“I think we should go get Roxie first. I can’t shake the feeling that something is wrong with that situation and I’ve learned to trust my instincts when they’re this persistent.”
Flynn’s steps lagged and tension filled his voice. “I thought you wanted to locate the others before you messed with Roxie. It could still take months to find them all. Do you want Roxie in captivity for that long?”
“I’m not sure I need to bother with the search. Orrit can provide me with brides for the families. Why do I need to drive myself crazy chasing shadows?”
“All right.” Flynn fidgeted, obviously uncomfortable with her decision. “Are you sure you want to do this tonight. It’s been a long day already. Why not let me help you relax and we’ll collect her first thing in the morning?”
She chuckled and started walking again. “We’ll compromise. You can give me that massage, we’ll enjoy ourselves for an hour or two, and then you’ll go get Roxie.”



 
 
Chapter Nine
 
Content for the first time in months, Roxie relaxed in Elias’ warm embrace. Her back was pressed against his chest and his long legs framed her body, leaving minimal room for the bath water. It didn’t matter. He used the hand sprayer to keep their upper bodies warm and his free hand frequently sneaked up from her waist to caress her breasts.
“This was a really good idea,” he whispered into her damp hair.
“I’m glad you approve.”
She closed her eyes and concentrated on the silken flow of the water over her skin. She didn’t want to think, wanted just to be present and enjoy the peaceful moment. There was no telling when life would allow them another. Tension bled from her muscles and her breathing slowed, but her mind refused to cooperate.
A lifetime of doubt and mistrust scratched at her contentment. How could Elias care for her? They’d known each other for less than a week, even if they had been together for the vast majority of that time. Their relationship was still so new.
“What’s goin’ on inside that pretty head of yours?” As it often did when he was relaxed or extremely distracted, his Texas twang crept back into his speech. “You’re gettin’ all squirmy again.” He set the hand sprayer back in its bracket and turned off the water.
“I’ve never been intimate with someone this soon after meeting them,” she confessed. “It’s all happening so damn fast.”
“I’m right there with you.” He gave her a little squeeze. “I haven’t had a serious relationship in years because they take more time and energy than I have to offer.”
“Is this a ‘serious’ relationship? Is it a relationship at all? I don’t understand what’s happening to us.”
“I think it’s the link.”
She leaned forward and craned her neck so she could look back at him. “You weren’t attracted to me before Lor formed the link?”
“That’s not what I meant and you know it.” His steady gaze challenged her to deny it. “I was attracted to you the moment I spotted you in an unconscious heap on the floor of Unique Ink. There was something about you that drew me. I’d never felt like that before.”
“Not even with your fiancée?” Like the coward she was, she turned back around before she saw the answer in his eyes.
“I loved Lori, but our lives were incompatible. It’s so far in the past, it feels like another lifetime. What I feel for you is similar yet completely different, unique.”
Her heart missed a beat and she pressed her hand over her upper chest. “You can’t love me,” she whispered. “You barely know me.”
“Even without the link, that’s not true.” He smoothed her hair back from her face and pressed a kiss against her temple. “I know you, Roxie. I feel like I’ve always known you. The connection fuels the fire. It reinforces what we naturally feel, but the flames were burning before Lor formed the link. Are you going to try to deny that you love me too? Don’t forget the link works both ways.”
“I can’t love you. I’m not ready.”
He chuckled, relaxing against the sloped end of the bathtub. “I’m a patient man. I can wait until you’re ready to admit what’s already there.” She tried to follow his example and let her troubled thoughts fade into the shadows. One of his arms held her snugly against his chest as the other hand glided over her damp breasts. “Stop brooding or I’m going to give you something else to think about.” He caught one of her nipples and slowly rolled it between his thumb and forefinger.
“We should both be thinking about the captives and Sevrin’s ambitions for—”
“Absolutely not.” He pinched her nipple hard enough to make her gasp. “That’s the last thing we should be thinking about. She checked in to make sure you were still where you’re supposed to be. Unless something drastic changes, she has no reason to return. You need to relax and refuel. Neither of us is going to be any good to anyone if we’re emotionally exhausted.”
She sighed and covered his hand with hers. “I know you’re right, but it feels selfish to indulge our desire when others are in jeopardy.”
“This is a lull, the calm before the storm. We’ll be battling gale-force winds and frantically boarding up windows soon enough. Relax. That’s an order.”
She finally surrendered with a dreamy smile.
“Tell me about Tess and Jett. How long have you known them? How did you meet?” His hand resumed its gentle exploration of her breasts.
“I met Tess at one of my art classes and she introduced me to Jett. He was already working as a tattoo artist and I ended up apprenticing with the owner of that shop.”
“Has Jett always had the hots for you?”
She laughed and arched into the palm of his hand. “I suppose. He had a boyfriend when I met him, so I totally missed the signals. But he’s had girlfriends too. I know he’s attracted to me. Unfortunately, he’s not my type at all.”
“You have a type?” His hand migrated down along her abdomen with slow yet deliberate intent.
“Let’s see, I like tall, ruggedly handsome men, who know what they want and aren’t afraid to go after it.” She arched her neck and looked up at him. “Sound familiar?”
Rotating her torso toward him, he shifted her neck into the bend of his elbow. Then his wandering hand cupped the side of her face. “I don’t know how all this will play out. It could take a long time to resolve this conflict, but I want you in my life.” He bent his head and sealed his mouth over hers. Their lips pressed, gradually opening as his tongue teased its way inside.
Their connection dilated, filling her mind with warmth and affection, and drawing out responding emotions in her. It wasn’t rational. No one fell in love this quickly, but she couldn’t deny what she felt. Elias loved her and she loved him.
For a long time they sat there, lost in the kiss, and the freedom of accepting the inevitable. Then he eased her back and traced her lips with his thumb. “Stand up.” A slow, sexy smile bowed his lips and made the gold flecks in his gaze shimmer. “I’m ready for my second chance.”
She stood, ignoring her reflection in the hazy mirror as she reached for a towel.
“No.” He caught her wrist and shook his head. “I’m not ready to get out.”
“Then why…” She shivered as the sudden heat in his gaze told her what he had in mind. His right hand glided down her side and came to rest on her hip as his left hand urged her closer. She’d experimented with positions before, but this one was new.
His gaze shifted to her body as he lifted one of her legs and draped it over his shoulder. She steadied herself against the wall and closed her eyes, concentrating on the sensations. He was gentle, at first, using his tongue with careful strokes and teasing flicks. She gasped and moaned, accepting each sensation without anticipating what he’d do next.
Moisture gathered on her eyelashes and she blinked it away, unsure where the moisture had come from. Was it condensation from their marathon bath, or was she overwhelmed by the pleasure he found in such a selfless act. He took his time, arousing her slowly as she greedily basked in his attention.
Her eyelids drifted open and her gaze was drawn back to the mirror. She looked pale and thin, all arms and legs, in sharp contrast to his golden perfection. Before her dissatisfaction with her physical form could defuse her building arousal, she noticed his blissful expression and the gentleness with which he touched her. His hands flowed over her meager curves as if she were fashioned especially for him. He found her beautiful, desirable, perfect. At least perfect for him.
He slowly pushed his tongue right into the core of her body and Roxie dropped her head back, their reflection forgotten. His desire burned hotter now and his mouth became more demanding. His fingers dug into her flesh as his lips slid against her folds, his tongue surging into her again and again.
She rocked against him and rotated her hips, searching for the perfect combination of motion and pressure. Electric bursts of sensation jolted through her, making her gasp and shake. Suddenly his lips closed around her clit and he sucked with focused care. The signals coalesced, drew tight, then burst free, showering her with tingling pleasure.
Roxie returned to her body gradually. Her leg slipped down from his shoulder as her other leg buckled. She ended up straddling his thighs, her face on a level with his. He kissed her, pushing the taste of her pleasure into her mouth. Her core twitched with little aftershocks as their tongues tangled and slid.
“Not. Enough. Room.” He only forced one word out at a time, unable to be without her kiss long enough to form the entire sentence.
She reached back and triggered the drain then pushed back onto her trembling legs. “We can move to the bedroom, but I am going to return the favor before we go crazy again.”
He chuckled, a deep rumbly sound. “We’ll see.”
After climbing from the tub, she held a towel out toward him then found another one for herself. Her hair would be a tangled mess unless she took time to comb it out, but she didn’t care. He’d watched her come over and over. Finally, it was his turn to lose control.
They were more or less dry by the time they crossed to the bed. Determined to have her way, she urged him to sit on the edge of the bed. Then she knelt between his legs and wrapped her hand around his shaft. “I’ve wanted to do this since the first time you kissed me.”
He put his hands on the bed and moved his legs father apart. “I’m all yours.”
“Yes you are.” She let the claim resonate as she took him in her mouth. Their gazes held until the angle made it impossible, then she focused on pleasuring him. He remained passive longer than she expected, letting her explore him as thoroughly as he’d explored her.
Her lips formed a snug ring as she slid her mouth up and down his cock. She cupped his balls in her other hand, fascinated by the weight and the heat of his body. He grew harder and thicker as she worked him and the emotions surging across their link left her dizzy and restless. She wanted to feel him moving inside her, stretching her to capacity as his big body pressed her down into the bed. But she didn’t want to stop until she shattered his control. She needed his willing surrender.
With a predatory growl, he lifted her, freeing his cock from her mouth. “If you want to watch me come, you’ll have to keep your eyes open.” He tossed her to the middle of the bed and knelt between her legs. Then he caught the underside of her knees and opened her wide.
Roxie pushed his hands away and held her legs for him, offering her body in blatant invitation. “Please,” she whispered.
“I mean to.” He positioned himself at her entrance then arched over her, capturing her gaze with his. Then he pushed inward slowly, filling her inch by wonderful inch. She stared into his eyes as heat and hunger blazed within her mind. He paused for half a second with his entire length buried inside her then kissed her with aching tenderness. “No matter what happens in the next few days, I’ll be with you, part of you.”
Before she could respond to the claim, his mouth returned to hers in a breath-stealing, mind-numbing kiss. He rocked into her, steady thrusts that rubbed her in all the right places. Desperately needing to touch him, she released her legs. Then her hands wandered over his straining muscles, grasping and squeezing as he claimed her body and heart.
Nothing had ever felt so perfect, nothing so intense. She lifted into each of his downward thrusts, compounding the impact. His rhythm sped as his need escalated. He tore his mouth from hers, unable to maintain the kiss as his thrusts grew more forceful.
She watched his face, awed by the consuming desire he felt for her. And her emotions were just as demanding. She reached for him with her arms and legs, her soul flowing across their link to meld with his. They breathed as one, moved as one, their beings completely in tune.
“Now.”
His harsh command combined with the burst of pleasure flooding across their link. Sensations detonated deep inside her, stealing her breath with their shocking intensity. She arched off the bed, taking everything he had to give. Their hearts beat as one and their spasms of pleasure synchronized. They clung to each other, shuddering over and over as they flowed through the stages of release.
Roxie recovered first and waited for passion’s haze to leave his eyes. “That was…well worth the wait.”
He rolled to his side, taking her with him. Then he pulled her leg high onto his hip and pressed their bodies back together. “I never want to leave this bed, or the warmth of your body.”
She wiggled closer, tucking her head under his chin. “You’ll hear no arguments from me. We can order pizza and Chinese. There’s even a deli that delivers. Of course one of us will have to answer the door.”
He chuckled, his fingers gently rubbing her back. “Sounds like you’re hungry.”
“Getting there, but I’m not ready for you to move. It feels too good to have you there, where you belong.”
Tilting her face up, he kissed her slowly, tenderly. “I’m not going anywhere.” Suddenly he nipped her lower lip and laughed. “Couldn’t even if I wanted to. We’re tethered together.”
He rolled again, bringing her on top of him. She folded her legs and settled her weight on her knees. They kissed and kissed, their hands moving freely over each other. She felt him gradually harden inside her and tightened her inner muscles, encouraging the response. He slipped his hands between their bodies and teased her nipples so she squeezed his cock again and again.
“Are you trying to kill me?” He grasped her hips and arched into her core.
“No.” She pushed against his chest, sitting up so she could move more freely. “I closed my eyes before. I still want to watch you come.”
He laughed as he bucked up into her. “Good luck with that.”
* * * * *
Long hours later Roxie was jarred from a contented sleep by Elias’ sudden movements. He rolled out of bed and fired an energy pulse at the shadowy intruder.
“I’m on your side, asshole!” Flynn flipped on the light after twisting to narrowly avoid the blast. “We don’t have much time and I need to… For gods’ sake, put your pants on.” He snatched Elias’ jeans off the floor by the bathroom door and threw them to him. His impatient gaze switched to Roxie and one corner of his mouth twitched. “Now you are more than welcome to stay just like that.”
She scrambled out of bed and donned Elias’ T-shirt then wiggled into her panties. “Why are you here?”
“You know why I’m here.” He looked at Elias again and asked, “Can you get a message to Lor before I take her to Sevrin.”
“Tell us where the lab is and there’s no reason for either of you to go back,” Elias countered, looking flushed and furious.
“I don’t know where it is and she’s never going to tell me, so the Mystics better be ready for this.”
“Where are you taking her?” Elias demanded.
“To the Team South house. She won’t be there long, so I hope someone is already in position over there.”
Tell him we’re ready. Lor’s voice eased into her mind.
She started to convey the message, but Flynn waved his hand dismissively. “I heard. Now come here.”
Despite all the preparations and the unseen support, fear rushed through Roxie and she couldn’t move. She knew Elias would be teleported with her and she knew everything possible was being done to make sure they came out of this alive, but her feet were glued to the carpet and her heart pumped away at twice its normal speed.
“I’m not going to hurt you.” When she remained immobile, he made an impatient sound and went to her. His arms encircled her and her gaze flew to Elias.
Elias mouthed the words “I love you” as everything around her blurred. For a moment his shape blended with the twisting colors, then the proximity bond kicked in and he was pulled back into focus.
“What the—” Flynn looked over his shoulder then growled deep in his throat. “That was stupid. Lor just got his pet human killed.”
They materialized in the living room of a large, luxurious house. Roxie stumbled back as Flynn released her, but her attention shifted immediately to Nazerel. He stood several paces away, surrounded by his team of hunters. They were all tall, lean and lethal, and each one of them was staring at her.
“Too bad she didn’t sleep naked,” someone muttered, his appreciative gaze moving over her bare legs.
Then Elias materialized and the hunters sprang into action. They pounced on Elias like a pack of wolves desperate for a long denied meal. Nazerel watched the attack with dispassionate amusement, obviously more interested in Roxie than Elias.
“Don’t hurt him,” Sevrin shouted, but the men didn’t seem to notice.
“Enough!” Nazerel’s order was immediately obeyed. The hunters released Elias as if he’d been electrified, leaving him panting and bloodied on the floor. Elias climbed back to his feet and wiped his split lip on the back of his hand. Rather than address the human, Nazerel looked at Flynn with obvious scorn. “You didn’t notice you had another passenger?”
“I noticed. There was just nothing I could do about it. They’re tied together by some sort of link.” Flynn moved to Sevrin’s side, ignoring everyone else. “We’re going to have to take him with us. I can’t sever the bond.”
“Let me try.” Nazerel took a step toward Roxie and instantly Elias stood in front of her. Already bruises were forming on his shoulders and back, but he was ready for more punishment, ready to risk any danger, in an effort to protect her. Though foolish, his determination was humbling and sweet. “I can end your life without touching you, human. Now move aside.”
“Leave him alone,” Sevrin snapped. “We don’t have time for this.”
“It will just take a minute.” Nazerel reached for Elias.
Rather than recoil, Elias lunged, driving Nazerel back a step. Then Elias whipped the suppression collar out of his pocket and snapped it against the side of Nazerel’s neck. The band unwound, neatly coiling around Nazerel’s throat until the ends connected with a foreboding click.
“What the fuck is this thing?” Nazerel tugged at the offending band as his gaze murdered Elias.
“Oh dear.” The humor in Sevrin’s tone brought Nazerel whirling toward her.
“This isn’t funny!”
“I disagree, but we don’t have time to argue the point.”
“Get it off me.” He clawed at the band, leaving welts on his own flesh. “Now!”
With an exasperated sigh, Sevrin motioned Flynn toward Roxie. “Start breaking her fingers until the human releases the collar.”
Elias shielded her again, arms outstretched. “I’m not the owner and neither is Roxie. We can’t unlock it.”
“Then who can?” Nazerel shouted, calming enough to resume his tug-of-war with the band.
“Quite a conundrum,” Sevrin muttered. “Unfortunately, I don’t have time to explore it right now. Come.” She motioned toward Elias and Roxie.
“They aren’t leaving until I find out who can take this thing off me.” Nazerel blocked their path to the front door.
“Nazerel, we’ve got company,” one of his men cautioned.
“Shit!” He spun on his heel and rushed to the front window where his man had spotted the possible intruders. “Two cargo vans and an SUV. Yeah, that’s subtle.”
Sevrin’s semi-amused expression faded and she looked at Flynn. “You said she wasn’t bugged. How the hell did they find us so fast?”
“I have no idea.” He motioned toward Elias. “He must have signaled them somehow. I haven’t scanned him.”
“Scan him now!” Her agitated gaze shifted from Elias to Roxie and back as she waited for Flynn’s diagnosis. “Well?”
“Nothing,” he insisted. “They’re both clean.”
“Then how do you explain our visitors?” Nazerel challenged.
“Persistent recon,” Flynn shot back. “They’ve been shadowing you for months.”
“And there’s a lot more than six people out there,” Nazerel snarled, then he glared at Sevrin. “Why didn’t you warn us that Lor had sent for reinforcements?”
“I don’t think he has,” Sevrin insisted. “I think he hired some locals somewhere along the way.” She motioned toward Elias. “Case in point. He might be screwing Roxie, but he’s obviously military.”
“I’m not concerned with humans, military or otherwise,” Nazerel sneered. Even collared and surrounded by a larger force, he was impossibly arrogant.
“Glad to hear it. Distract them and make damn sure I’m not followed.” Sevrin grasped Roxie’s arm and headed across the room, Elias close behind.
Flynn started to follow Sevrin, but Nazerel fisted the back of his shirt. “We’re about to defend our home. Are you a member of Team South or not?”
Jerking his shirt out of Nazerel’s grasp, Flynn glanced at Sevrin then said, “I am.”
“Good. Grab a weapon.”
Sevrin took Roxie through the house and out a side door. Two of the men joined them as Sevrin hurried along the side of the house. Roxie didn’t think they were Shadow Assassins, more like Sevrin’s guards. They’d stood apart from the hunters, a group unto themselves.
“Where are you taking us? What’s this about?” Roxie felt obligated to ask. A complete lack of interest would have seemed strange.
“You’ll find out soon enough.”
“I didn’t tell them anything. Why did you send Flynn after me?”
Sevrin ignored her questions until they reached a dark SUV, not unlike the one waiting to confront the hunters. She pulled open the side door and motioned toward the interior. “Get in. Boys in the way back.” She held Roxie out of the way as one of her men urged Elias into the third-row seat and then climbed in behind him. “Now you.”
Reluctantly, Roxie climbed in and sat on the bench seat in the middle of the SUV. Sevrin’s other guard rounded the front of the vehicle and slipped in behind the steering wheel. Then Sevrin joined Roxie on the middle seat. Sevrin pulled the door closed and motioned for the driver to get moving.
The front door to the team house opened and five of the hunters filed out. They were little more than silhouettes in the surrounding darkness, so Roxie wasn’t sure if Nazerel or Flynn was among them. She half expected gunfire or pulse blasts to follow, but they simply positioned themselves around the unwanted vehicles and made it impossible for them to move.
Roxie had no way of knowing if the confrontation turned physical. The SUV she was in turned a corner and she could no longer see what was going on in front of the Team South house.
“What do you want with me,” Roxie tried again. If she weren’t fully aware of what was going on behind the scenes, she would be terrified right now. Of course, knowing that Sevrin wouldn’t kill her, but intended to barter her to a Rodyte warrior was only slightly less traumatizing.
Before Sevrin could respond, Elias grasped the arm of the man guarding him. “What is that?”
The sharp question drew Roxie’s attention to the object in the guard’s hand. It was a long, slender cylinder, and he had his thumb angled over one end, likely covering some sort of trigger. The guard twisted, Elias countered, and the wrestling match was on. Elias punched the man squarely in the face, but the guard remained focused on his task. Ignoring Elias’ violent struggles, the guard forced his hand close enough to Elias’ body to use whatever was in his hand. Roxie heard a soft click and Elias gasped, jerking back violently.
“What the hell was in that thing?” He shoved the guard away with both hands and one of his feet. The man slammed into the opposite wall of the SUV.
“It’s just a sedative,” Sevrin told him. “It was meant for Flynn, but it shouldn’t hurt you. Relax. If you fight it, you’ll throw up and then go under anyway.” Sevrin turned back to Roxie, her gaze gleaming in the shadowy interior of the SUV. “Care to explain how your online lover, who supposedly knows nothing about any of this, came to be linked to you by a Mystic bond?”
“They were afraid you’d come back for me.” Roxie smirked at her. “Can’t imagine why.”
“But why saddle you with a human?”
“They’re running short of Mystics right now.” Elias was already starting to sound drugged. He blinked repeatedly and still couldn’t keep his eyelids from drooping. “Send sex-starved Mystics to guard human females and they have a way of ending up with mates.”
Sevrin looked out the window without outwardly reacting to his statements. They’d left the subdivision while Roxie was watching Elias struggle with the guard, but she had no idea which direction they traveled. They were on a well-maintained two-lane street. There were no sidewalks or traffic signals, so it was likely a lesser-used state highway.
“Any hint of a tail?” Sevrin looked at the guard beside Elias.
“No, mistress. All’s clear as far as I can see.”
Roxie glanced around again. The guard was right. They had the road to themselves. When Roxie shifted her gaze back to Sevrin she was holding an injector like the guard had used on Elias.
“Your turn.”
There was no point in resisting. The sooner they arrived at Sevrin’s secret lab, the sooner this nightmare would be over. Roxie braced for the sting then waited silently for oblivion to overtake her.
* * * * *
“I don’t like this,” Sevrin muttered as Roxie slumped against the window. “See if anyone will answer the radio. I need an update before we head home.”
The driver picked up the two-way radio that had been nestled in one of the cup holders. “TSH come in. This is mobile 3 requesting an update.”
“Little busy right now,” someone said with obvious impatience. The microphone picked up shouts and muffled crashes along with the hunter’s voice.
Sevrin leaned forward and snatched the radio out of the driver’s hand. “How many Mystics are at your location?” She was usually careful not to say anything over the radio that might draw unwanted attention, but she was too anxious right now to worry about codenames.
“All of them,” the speaker snapped.
“Give me a number.”
“Four from the MM, five locals. TSH out.”
Four from the Mystic Militia and five humans. That was interesting. She was under the impression that Lor only had two other Mystics in his annoying little troupe. Nazerel was right. Lor must have received backup from Ontariese. Damn it.
“Shall I divert, mistress?”
They weren’t being followed and Flynn had insisted neither of her passengers was bugged. Even if Lor had more personnel now, they were all engaged at the Team South house. She was being paranoid.
“No.” She motioned him onward. “I have too much to do back at the Farm. Carry on.”



 
 
Chapter Ten
 
Roxie woke up far less gently than she’d fallen asleep. Pain gripped her muscles, catapulting her from darkness into glaring light. She screamed and sprang up in bed, shaking with confusion and fear. For a muddled moment she’d thought she was in bed, struggling free of a nightmare. No such luck. This nightmare was her life.
“Sorry about the rude awakening.” Sevrin stood beside the hospital-style bed on which Roxie sat, one of her wrists secured to the side rail by a padded restraint. A sheet had been draped over her bare legs and the restraint had an electronic lock rather than a buckle. “You were taking forever. So I had Dr. Utoff help you. The cramps will pass in a moment. Take some deep breaths.”
“Where am I?” She tugged against the restraint. “Why am I locked to this bed? Where’s Elias?” Shit! She shouldn’t have said his name. Her thigh muscles continued to tense and her head was throbbing so badly she could hardly think.
An extremely thin, dour-faced man stood a step back from Sevrin, watching Roxie closely. He didn’t speak. There were five other beds identical to the one on which Roxie sat, but none of them were occupied. The room looked like an urgent care clinic or an emergency room in a really small hospital.
Forcing herself to think, she looked at the equipment surrounding her bed. With strange symbols and three-dimensional displays, it was obvious that the devices hadn’t originated on Earth. They had defiantly arrived at Sevrin’s new lab.
“Hey.” Sevrin snapped her fingers impatiently. “Focus. Who in the five hells are you and what did you do with the battle-born female?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples, buying herself a second or two to puzzle through the question.
“You’re not latent. You have no Mystic abilities of any kind, which means you cannot be the female I’ve been searching for since my father died. What did you do with the other hybrid?” By the time Sevrin worked her way through the explanation, she was shouting.
Slowly, Roxie opened her eyes. Would Sevrin’s inaccurate conclusion defuse the situation or render Roxie expendable? A hostage with no value was usually dead. She hadn’t prepared a lie and her head hurt too much for creativity. “I only know I’m a hybrid because the others told me. I know nothing about anyone else. What led you to me in the first place?”
“Faulty assumptions, apparently.” Sevrin’s gaze lingered on Roxie for a moment longer and then she dismissed the entire incident with a casual shrug. She turned to the tall, thin man hovering at the room’s perimeter. “Have her moved to one of the holding cells as soon as her head clears. I’ll take care of her later.”
Roxie refused to think about what that meant. Lor and the other Mystics should be here any moment with a small army of Morgan’s soldiers. They might be here already. She didn’t know how long she’d been unconscious. Knowing it would be better if they found her in this unsecured room than in a holding cell, she lay back and pressed her hands to the sides of her head, moaning softly. Besides, it wasn’t like she had an option until she found a way to free herself from the restraint.
She could still see the thin man out of the corner of her eye. He hesitated a moment, as if deciding what to do, then moved to the workstation tucked in one corner of the room and sat down. Apparently, he was going to wait a little while longer for her head to clear.
Rolling to her side, she took a better look at the locking mechanism on the cuff. It was smooth, with no writing of any kind, no keyhole or release trigger. How the hell did it open?
Are you alone in the room? Lor’s welcome voice pushed into her mind.
No. Sevrin made the doctor stay and monitor me. I don’t think he’s armed, but I’m tethered to the bed.
We’ll be there momentarily. Try not to react to our arrival.
Got it.
Elias had to be in an adjoining room, she could feel the subtle pull of their proximity bond and his smoldering frustration. Good. He was awake and aware. That would make things much easier than dragging around an unconscious body.
Roxie’s job had been to lead them to the lab. Now that they’d found it, she wasn’t sure what to do. She closed her eyes, fighting back a staggering rush of emotions. She could fall apart later, rage against the injustice and cry for a week. Right now she needed to remain clearheaded and calm.
The thin man’s startled gasp drew Roxie’s attention away from her troubled thoughts. She sat up in time to see Lor lowering the thin man’s now unconscious body to the floor. Two Mystics she’d yet to meet flashed into the room a moment later.
“Can you walk?” Lor asked in a calm yet urgent tone.
“Yes, if you can get me out of this.” She raised her hand, displaying the restraint.
Lor rushed to her side and quickly examined the securement. “Hold very still.”
Roxie rested her hand on top of the side rail and didn’t so much as breathe. Orange-red light erupted in Lor’s palm, making his entire hand glow. Then he formed a fist and condensed the energy into a tiny, ultra-bright flame. The flame spiraled down his index finger and burned into the padded part of the cuff. Roxie’s instinct was to pull away, but she kept her hand in place, watching in rapt amazement as Lor burned a perfect line from top to bottom. He pulled the cuff apart and Roxie pulled her hand free and rubbed her wrist. Her skin was untouched by a fire hot enough to burn through metal.
“That was…” She looked at him with unblinking awe. “You can control fire.”
He just smiled and motioned toward the door, a gentle reminder that the crisis was far from over. “Let’s go.”
Shaking away her amazement, she scooted to the end of the bed and hopped down. “Elias has to be nearby.”
“He’s our next stop,” Lor assured her. “Reinforcements are still ten to fifteen minutes away. We need to prepare as well as we can without alerting them to our presence.”
Lor’s companions dragged the thin man into a storeroom and closed the door. Hopefully he’d remain unconscious until after the others arrived.
“Were you able to flash inside without setting off an alarm?”
Lor nodded as he moved to the doorway and checked the corridor. “We were, but the soldiers won’t have the same luxury. We’ll have to move fast once the others arrive.”
“This access point is live,” one of the new Mystics said as he manipulated the three-dimensional display beside the bed Roxie had just vacated. “I’m inside their primary defenses. Let’s see if I can assess some sort of floor plan.”
Lor stepped past Roxie and looked at the display. “I am so glad you volunteered for this.”
“Few Mystics are literate in Rodyte. I suspected the skill might be useful.”
The other newcomer approached Roxie with compassion in his eyes. “Are you sure you’re unharmed? This must be terrifying for you.”
“It hasn’t been fun, but I’m fine. Really.” She produced an anemic smile before looking around. If they had a few minutes to kill, maybe she could find something to cover her legs. She pulled open cupboards and cabinets, but found nothing useful. Then her gaze landed on the door to the storeroom. “Do you think the doctor’s still out?”
The friendly Mystic joined her as she crossed to the storeroom door. “I hear no movement.” He stepped past her and eased the door open.
Thin man lay exactly as Lor had left him, unconscious yet breathing steadily. Roxie spotted a stack of neatly folded scrubs, or the Rodyte equivalent of scrubs. She grabbed one of the light blue garments and shook it out, delighted when she saw it was a uniform bottom with a drawstring waist. She moved back into the main room and pulled the pants on while the Mystic secured the storeroom. Shoes, or better yet boots, would have been nice too, but she was glad to be less exposed.
By the time she finished dressing, the other new Mystic had located a three-dimensional floor plan. Everyone gathered around the diagram as he explained, “This is the infirmary. I believe that’s where we are. Elias is most likely in the exam room on the other side of that wall.” He pointed to the wall on Roxie’s right.
“Are these the holding cells?” Lor pointed to a double row of similarly shaped rooms.
“I believe so.”
“Let’s head that direction after we collect Elias,” Lor advised. “Freeing the captives will be a good use of our time if we can do so without revealing our position. Once the fighting starts, it’s going to be chaotic.”
“Understood,” the other two Mystics said in turn.
“And pass the floor plan to the others. Everything will run more smoothly if we know where things are.”
“Already done.” The Rodyte-speaking Mystic assured.
Lor looked at her and paused for a reassuring smile. “You did really well. Ready for a little more excitement.”
His tone was playful rather than condescending, so Roxie nodded. “Can you guarantee ‘a little more excitement’ is all we’ll see?”
“Sorry. Mystics try to speak only truth.”
Lor led their small group into the hallway after checking to make sure it was clear. Roxie stood anxiously between the two newcomers as Lor flashed inside the locked exam room and returned with Elias.
Still shirtless, Elias swept her into a quick hug as soon as Lor released him. “Are you okay?” He kept her face between his palms as he quickly looked her over.
“I’m fine.”
“This way,” Lor urged.
They reached a corridor adjacent to the holding cells without incident, but the entire area was well guarded. Roxie could feel ripples of energy flowing around her, but she couldn’t hear what Lor and the other Mystics were saying. They must be using a different frequency than the one created by her telepathic link to Lor. Or he was shielding the conversation in some way. She still wasn’t sure how it all worked.
Lor’s intense turquoise gaze shifted toward her and their link vibrated as his voice sounded inside her mind. The others have arrived. Stay down as much as possible.
It was a diplomatic way of telling her and Elias to keep out of their way. She had no problem with the order, but Elias tensed beside her, clearly insulted by the dictate. The Rodyte-speaking Mystic shifted quickly to the other side of the hall and Elias moved closer to her. He held a pulse pistol in his right hand, but she had no idea where he’d gotten it. From one of the Mystics probably. Nothing else made sense.
“Stay behind me,” Elias said softly and Roxie couldn’t help but smile. He hadn’t liked being told to stay back, yet he had no problem reinforcing Lor’s position. It didn’t seem quite fair.
Yeah well, she wasn’t an Army Ranger nor had she received training from the FBI. Immediately regretting the moment of brutal honesty, she looked around to see if anyone had overheard her pessimistic thought. Everyone else was anxiously waiting for Lor to determine it was time to begin. She needed to get her head in the game and keep it there.
Setting things in motion with a sharp hand gesture, Lor flashed from his position at the intersecting corridors and materialized behind the largest of four guards. The other two Mystics followed his lead, teleporting to their targets to maximize the element of surprise. Lor had engaged the last guard by the time his companions flashed into position and all three worked with focused precision, incapacitating the guards before anyone had time to trigger an alarm. They moved with a fluid grace Roxie found mesmerizing and incredibly efficient.
Elias rushed down the now secure corridor and stopped in front of the door to the first holding cell. He fired a quick blast into the scanner panel. Sparks erupted and the circuitry hissed. Elias tucked the pistol into the back of his pants and flattened his palms on the smooth metal, heaving the uncooperative door aside.
A frightened young woman rushed out of the cell and started to throw herself into his arms. When she saw his state of undress, her eyes rounded and she shied away.
Roxie hurried forward, her welcoming smile meant to ease the captive’s fear. “We’ve come to get you out of here.”
The captive rushed toward Roxie then clung to her arm as they followed Elias toward the next holding cell.
The Mystics worked to free captives as well and soon they were surrounded by a small crowd of terrified females. Flynn had warned of six test subjects, but they found a total of eight, several so ill they had to be assisted by others just to walk.
The Rodyte-speaking Mystic was about to open last holding cell when he motioned to Lor instead. “Commander, there are four men in this cell. Are they captives or Shadow Assassins?”
“Why would she have them locked up?” the friendly Mystic asked.
“Leave them for now. It’s more important that we get these women out of here.” Then he seemed to reconsider. “Do they all look healthy and unharmed?”
“Yes, just angry that I’m not opening the door.”
“Tell them we’ll return for them in a few minutes and to be quiet until we do.”
Once again speaking in Rodyte, the Mystic quickly explained what was going on. Roxie couldn’t hear what the male captives said in return, but the Mystic lingered by the door way a few minutes longer.
“Who sent you?” one of the female captives asked. She seemed less agitated than the others. “How did you know we were here?”
“What’s your name?” Roxie asked, careful to keep her tone light.
“Emily.”
“I’m Roxie and we’ll answer all your questions as soon as we’re in a safe location.”
Emily nodded then went to help one of the sick ones as they started down the corridor.
Suddenly Lor spun toward Elias and said, “One of the other teams is in trouble. Can you get the women out of here?”
“Of course. Go.”
“Two rights then a left,” Lor told him. “If you see the elevators, you’ve gone too far.”
“Got it.”
Without further ado, the three Mystics flashed out of sight.
The captives gasped at the abrupt departure then looked to Elias for instructions. The pulse pistol was back in his right hand and determination hardened his expression. “I’ll lead, Roxie bring up the rear.”
Roxie nodded, happy to follow any directive that took her out of this place as quickly as possible. Elias stayed close to the wall and halted the line at each intersection or open doorway. They came to a lab with the lights on. No one was in sight, but Elias wasn’t taking any chances. He motioned for the women to crouch beneath the level of the windows and keep moving. Roxie urged them along as quickly as possible.
They reached the final corner and Elias had just deemed it safe when a shrill alarm echoed down the corridors. “We have to hurry,” he warned, forced to yell above the pulsing alarm. “Intruder protocols often lock down the entire building.”
He rounded the final corner and someone ordered him to stop in Rodyte. Several resounding blasts followed, but Roxie couldn’t see who’d discharged their weapon. Crying out and huddling together, the frightened women pressed against the wall, staying out of sight of the guard or guards who had engaged Elias. Roxie hurried past her terrified companions and peered around the corner. One of the guards was sprawled on the floor, likely the victim of one of the blasts. Elias was trying to physically subdue the final guard, but Rodytes were fast and brutal.
The fallen guard’s rifle lay on the floor not far from where Roxie stood. Unwilling to stand there helplessly while Elias fought for his life, she reached down and picked up the rifle. Surprisingly light yet well balanced, the weapon seemed pretty straight forward. She’d shot all sorts of guns during her youth, so she knew better than attempting to fire it until she knew what she was doing. With the barrel pointed at the floor, she depressed what she thought was the trigger. A thin red light drew a perfect line from the barrel to the floor. Laser targeting. Cool. That made things easier. She hoped the thing was set on stun, but she sure as hell wasn’t’ going to mess with the settings. The soldier was about to get whatever his companion had intended for them.
With the rifle braced firmly against her shoulder, she identified her target with the laser and then smoothly pulled the trigger. A shimmering stream of energy, or maybe plasma, arced from the gun and blasted straight through the guard’s thigh. He screamed, shuddered violently, then collapsed, losing his hold on Elias.
Elias glanced at her with pleased surprise shining in his eyes, but she wasn’t able to bask in his approval. Sevrin flew around the corner behind him, gun aimed at Elias’ head. Without conscious thought or hesitation, Roxie activated the laser and targeted Sevrin’s hand. Roxie’s shot flew fast and true, but the stream passed through Sevrin’s hand and drilled into the middle of her chest.
The world slowed and Roxie’s perception narrowed to Sevrin’s reaction. Sevrin’s eyes flew open wide as disbelief and pain contorted her features. Her pistol slipped from her mangled hand and her knees buckled. She clutched her chest with both hands, making it hard to tell if the blood rapidly saturating her blouse was coming from her chest or her shredded fingers.
Elias was suddenly beside Roxie and he slipped his arm around her waist.
“I didn’t mean to kill her.”
“She’s not dead yet,” Elias pointed out. “Let me see if I can get her some help.” He closed his eyes and called out to Lor. The Mystic would only be able to hear him if he’d left the link open, but it was worth a try.
The distinct ringing of boot heels grew closer and closer. Roxie looked down the corridor to their left and saw nothing, but when she turned and looked behind her, uniformed soldiers moved into view, approaching at a brisk run.
She started to shoulder the rifle, but Elias shook his head. “They’re mine.”
As the soldiers reached them, Roxie realized that the kind-eyed Mystic had been running inside the formation. She didn’t know if he’d been there for protection or stealth, but she was glad to see him.
“Are you a healer?” she asked as the soldiers parted, allowing him to leave formation.
“Among other things.” He smoothed down his pants and straightened his shirt before continuing. “Who needs my help.”
She pointed toward Sevrin who had collapsed onto her side. “It would be a really good thing if that one didn’t die just yet.”
“She deserves to die,” one of the captives sneered. “That’s the leader. She’s the one behind everything that’s going on.”
“We’re aware of her atrocities and she will be held accountable for everything she’s done,” Elias assured them. “But she needs to be questioned at length before we can determine the full extent of her crimes.”
That seemed to satisfy the captives. They lapsed back into anxious silence.
“Let’s get you out of here,” Roxie suggested, needing to be away from the bloody scene herself.
One of the soldiers stepped forward and explained, “We’re here to escort the captives to the safe house.”
“I don’t want to go anywhere but home,” Emily argued. “My children have no idea where I am.”
“You’ll be allowed to speak with them or someone will be dispatched to bring them to you,” the team leader told her. “But we need to move now. The transport is waiting.”
The captives walked off with the soldiers, leaving Elias and Roxie alone in the hallway with Sevrin and the Mystic. He knelt at Sevrin’s side, head bowed in concentration. His hands hovered just above her body, moving in slow, sweeping waves from her shoulders to her waist and back. His palms glowed with yellow-orange light and Sevrin writhed and moaned.
Sevrin’s hand was no longer bleeding, but three of her fingers and most of her thumb were now misshapen stumps. The Mystic paid much more attention to her chest wound, working tirelessly and not letting anything distract him.
Roxie slipped her arm through the strap and swung the rifle onto her shoulder. She suspected fighting was still going on in other parts of the complex, but this hallway was quiet as a tomb.
Lor returned about twenty minutes later. The Mystic was still working on Sevrin. “Will she survive?” Lor asked Roxie.
She shrugged. “He hasn’t said a word since he began chanting.”
Lor nodded then slowly approached the kneeling Mystic. Lor placed his hand on the Mystic’s shoulder and the Mystic jerked as if Lor has shocked him. “Take all you need, Brother. You’re exhausted.”
It sounded as if Lor was feeding the other Mystic. Roxie couldn’t help wondering what else these men could do.
“All of their gifts require a tremendous amount of energy, but a sustained healing like this is particularly difficult,” Elias explained.
“Is the fighting over? Are we safe now?”
Lor looked at her without moving from his comrade’s side. “The complex is secure. We’ve begun evacuating the employees. Most were brought here against their will and are anxious to return to Rodymia.”
“What happened to the men we found?” Roxie asked.
“They are Shadow Assassins, but they were brought here without their permission. Apparently, there were twenty of them when they arrived.”
Roxie suspected she didn’t want to know the answer to the next logical question, but her curious nature wouldn’t be denied. “What happened to the other sixteen?”
“Sevrin’s research team literally tore them apart.”
She wasn’t surprised, but she was still revolted. She’d sensed Sevrin’s evil, but this was the first time she’d come face-to-face with victims of her cruelty.
After a long, tense silence, Elias asked, “What happened at the Team South house? Is Nazerel finally in custody? I collared him for you. Surely he wasn’t hard to bag?”
Clearly less comfortable with this subject, Lor lifted his hand from the Mystic’s shoulder and moved over to Elias and Roxie. “As soon as we piled out of the vehicles, the hunters ran back inside, which was exactly what we needed them to do. We turned on the field generator and their entire house became a prison.”
“Then why aren’t you pleased?” Roxie asked. “All of your objectives have been met. There will be a ton of follow-up needed, but basically your mission here is finished.”
“One last objective remains,” Lor admitted as he scrubbed his chin with his fingertips. “Somehow during the hostilities, Nazerel took Morgan hostage and teleported through the containment field. He was the only one strong enough to do it, but he—”
“Nazerel has Morgan?” Elias’ face paled. “This is unthinkable. Does he know she can free him from the collar?”
“She won’t,” Lor predicted. “She knows if she does he’ll be at full strength again in a matter of minutes. Her only hope is to pretend she can’t do it and find a way to turn the table on him.”
“Easier said than done,” Elias snapped. “Each of us has tried to turn the tables on Nazerel since this thing began and all of us have failed.”
“If anyone can do it, it’s Morgan. She has weapons at her disposal the rest of us do not.”
“If you’re talking about the fact that she’s a woman, it’s irrelevant.” Elias growled, clearly upset by the knowledge that his friend was in so much danger. “She is first and foremost a soldier, and a damn good one.”
“My point exactly. Her face and figure will be horribly distracting to Nazerel. Morgan is a remarkably beautiful woman and Nazerel has been without female companionship for a very long time.”
“You’re not making me feel any better here!” Elias raked his hair with one hand and took a deep breath before he went on. “We treat her with respect and honor. Nazerel has no such restraints.”
“Morgan is shrewd and competent. As you said, disguised within her desirable form is the heart and mind of a warrior. Nazerel won’t know what hit him.”
Elias lapsed into thoughtful silence for a moment. Sparks of frustration and fear zinged across their connection, giving Roxie a hint of the emotional tumult waging inside him. “I hope to hell you’re right.”
Beside Sevrin, the Mystic struggled to his feet, looking dazed and shaky. “I’ve done all I can, Master dar Joon.”
Lor rushed to his side and steadied his comrade. “Will she survive?”
“It’s doubtful. I’ve stabilized her for now, but she needs to be scanned immediately. She will not regain consciousness.”
“I understand and thank you.”
The Mystic inclined his head and walked, rather shakily, down the corridor.
“I hate to bring this up.” Lor bent and scooped Sevrin up in his arms. “But you’re Morgan’s second-in-command.”
“Which means I’m acting director until she returns.” Elias nodded then took another deep breath.
“What are you going to do with her?” Roxie’s curious nature surged again.
“Take her to Varrik,” Lor replied.
“Varrik?” The name sounded familiar, but her mind refused to provide any more information.
“The alpha sweeper,” Elias reminded. “Manipulating memories is what he does best.”
“I shouldn’t be long,” Lor told them. “We’re going to be shuffling personnel for hours. They have everyone up in hanger bay 2. Blayne is trying to get things organized.” Without further explanation, Lor flashed out of sight, Sevrin still cradled in his arms.
Elias released a long, weary sigh as he looked at Roxie. “Technically, your part in this battle is finished. If you’d rather not stick around, I can find someone to drive you home.”
“Not a chance.” She shifted the rifle farther back on her shoulder then wrapped both arms around his lean waist. “I’d just pace my apartment worrying about you.”
He tilted her head up and smiled into her eyes. “I welcome the company. This endless night will pass a little faster with you by my side.”
“There’s no place on Earth I’d rather be.”
He chuckled as he bent to kiss her. “What about on Ontariese or Bilarri?”
“There is no place in the universe I’d rather be than in your arms.” She closed the last inch and brought their mouths together for a long, passionate kiss.



 
 
Epilogue
 
Roxie sat at the conference table feeling awkward and out of place. Everyone here was a trained operative, many with supernatural abilities. She was the lone civilian, an outsider. This wasn’t her world, but she wanted to understand it, because of Elias.
Elias sat at the head of the table looking authoritative and fierce. He wore black pants and a camo T-shirt that outlined every ripple and curve of his incredible torso. In any other room he would draw attention, but here he was one of many. He belonged.
Many people lived their entire lives without finding a place where they truly fit in. She’d found her home at Unique Ink and Elias was part of this world. A world most humans didn’t even know existed. Roxie felt honored to have been allowed inside, but she honestly hoped she would never need to be directly involved again. She was an artist by nature and preferred to hold nothing more violent than a tattoo machine.
“The raid on the lab was an unqualified success,” Elias began. “All eight captives have been taken to a medical facility for observation and transitional support. Each woman was traumatized as well as genetically modified. Their recovery will take time. The one named Emily became quite a resource once her children were brought to her.”
Lor slipped into the silence as Elias paused. “The four Shadow Assassins that Sevrin captured rather than recruited were returned to the City of Tears. Everyone is grieving for the sixteen who were lost. Shadow Assassins do not fear death, but knowing how they died is hard for them to accept. Still, knowing that Sevrin paid the ultimate cost for her brutality is helping them heal.
“Sevrin’s guards became shockingly cooperative as soon as they learned of her death. It wasn’t even necessary for Varrik to read their minds. They told us everything we wanted to know. The Team East house was raided this morning. The containment field generator worked even better the second time around.”
“All of the hunters, with the exception of Nazerel, have been returned to Ontariese,” Elias resumed as Lor fell silent. “The Overlord has appointed Lor to oversee the tribunal that will decide the fate of each hunter based on his level of involvement.
“Everything in both the team houses is being assessed and analyzed. If it holds no importance, it will be sold or destroyed. Anything of importance will be entered into evidence and become part of the trial.”
“I don’t envy you that nightmare,” Blayne told Lor. “I’d much rather catch criminals than suffer through endless months of trials.”
“It’s a necessary evil,” Lor countered. “After all, we’re not Rodytes.” Blayne just smiled, so Lor continued with the summary. “All of the research we found at the lab, as well as the lead geneticist, have been taken to Ontariese. Crown Stirate Quentin has been notified of his niece’s death. He was surprisingly reasonable, though he insisted that Sevrin acted entirely on her own. He went so far as to claim he’d been about to launch a full-scale investigation into her actions after several of his best scientists mysteriously disappeared.”
The ridiculous claim made Roxie chuckle. Plausible deniability at its finest.
“You find this amusing?” Lor looked at her, his gaze slightly narrowed.
“Of course not. I find the Crown Stirate’s attempt to duck any of the blame amusing in a pathetic sort of way. Does he honestly expect you to believe he didn’t know what Sevrin was up to and hadn’t been supporting her every step of the way?”
“What we know and what we can prove are two different things,” Elias told her.
“We don’t want to start a war with the Rodytes,” Lor pointed out. “Sevrin was the most to blame and she paid for her ruthlessness with her life.”
Roxie wanted to be quiet and let the briefing run its course. Everyone else seemed content to accept the information as it was given out. Her mind didn’t work that way. She was plagued by questions that demanded immediate answers. “What about the fifteen Rodyte families? Will they still come to Earth and search for their battle-born brides?”
“They were told the program was a scam, that Pern took their money and never intended to follow through with his end of the bargain.” Lor paused, almost as if he was waiting for her next question.
She didn’t disappoint him. “And they’ll believe that without proof? They’re a hell of a lot more trusting than I’d be.”
Lor had reached for his water glass so Elias responded. “It’s in Quentin’s best interest to be convincing. All of his subjects know he and his older brother were frequently at odds. He’ll blame it all on Pern. The families have no reason to doubt the story and no real recourse even if they have suspicions. We really are down to the cleanup and evaluation stages of this mission.”
“With one glaring exception,” Lor reminded. “Nazerel’s capture.”
“And Morgan’s rescue,” Elias stressed.
“Aren’t they one and the same?” Blayne asked with a hesitant smile.
“Are there any new strategies?” one of the soldiers asked. Roxie was pretty sure his name was Dekker, but she’d been introduced to so many people in the past few days it had all begun to blur.
“Just one,” Lor said with an enigmatic smile. “It takes a Shadow Assassin to find a Shadow Assassin, so I’ve arranged a clash of alphas.” Lor tapped the audiocom tucked inside his ear and said, “We’re ready now. Send them in.”
Everyone turned and watched as the conference room doors swung open. A man strode into the room as if he owned the world, a stunningly beautiful woman at his side. The man’s dark hair, which was pulled straight back from his face, was streaked with subtle threads of blue and bright blue rings blazed within his dark eyes. From the fierce expression on his angular features to the impressive width of his shoulders, everything about him screamed Rodyte warrior.
Like the male, the female made no attempt to hide her alien origins. Vivid purple eyes dominated her delicate features. Not only was the color unusual, but her irises flowed in a gently swirling pattern. That meant she was Ontarian. Was she the warrior’s mate?
As if he’d heard her question, Lor introduced the visitors. “This is Varrik and Echo dar Aune, soul-bonded mates. Varrik was the alpha sweeper and there is no one alive who knows more about the Shadow Assassins than him.”
“Excuse my rudeness, sir, but why wasn’t this man included in the team from day one?” the outspoken soldier asked.
“It’s a fair question, Dekker,” Lor said, but he let Varrik answer for himself.
Varrik stood beside Lor at the foot of the table, his hands clasped behind his back. “I was asked to lead this expedition, but the unrest on the City of Tears was still too volatile. You’ve been chasing fifteen of our best hunters. I was dealing with a massive lifestyle transition for thousands, but Nazerel must be stopped.”
“And you think you can do by yourself what all of us could not?” The question came from the generally good-natured Blayne.
“I can, but it’s not a reflection on you. Nazerel is the First Son of South. I am the First Son of North. We were reared together, taught by the same mentors, subjected to the same disciplines. More was expected of First Sons than any of the other Shadow Assassins. I know how he thinks, what he relies upon and his weaknesses.”
“I wasn’t aware he had any,” Dekker grumbled.
“He has weaknesses and I will exploit each one.”
When no one had any immediate objections, Lor motioned toward the female. “Echo isn’t here as moral support for her mate. She is a fully trained member of Ontarian Covert Operations with abilities that will greatly assist Varrik.”
Talk about a power couple. The woman’s gaze swept the room, pausing for a moment on Roxie. Her purple gaze drew Roxie in and made her feel slightly dizzy. Roxie had no idea what powers Echo commanded, but there was a calm assurance in her demeanor that Roxie found enviable.
Everyone scooted over and chairs were provided for Varrik and Echo. The briefing progressed with more enthusiasm, but Roxie’s thoughts began to wander. She couldn’t wait to return to Unique Ink, to the creative, peaceful environment where the most challenging decision was which design would look best on which area of the body. She helped people memorialize loved ones, process loss, and celebrate important events in their lives. She was ready to go home.
By the time the briefing ended, Roxie was unable to hide her restlessness. Everyone was crowded around Varrik and Echo, trying to learn more about the impressive couple. She loitered near the doorway, not wanting to interrupt, yet unwilling to leave without speaking with Elias.
He noticed her standing all alone a few minutes later and joined her by the door. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. I just don’t belong here.” She stopped him when he started to object. “I want to go home. I’ve neglected my responsibilities long enough.”
“Give me a minute to wrap things up and I’ll drive you—”
“You’re acting director, love. You can’t just leave.” She placed her hands on his shoulders and moved closer. “I’m not breaking up with you. I just need to go to work.”
He leaned down and kissed her, their lips lingering even as he pulled away. “And when my workday’s done, shall I come to you or will you return to me?”
“I know my apartment is small, but I’d like to keep you all to myself, for a while anyway.”
“Done.” He kissed her again then pressed his forehead against hers. “I miss you already.”
Lor approached and Elias eased her back though his hand remained on her waist. The Mystic smiled at them. “I need to dissolve the proximity bond if she’s ready to leave.”
“I’d forgotten all about it,” Roxie admitted. Sharing emotions with Elias had become second nature. It would feel strange to have her mind to herself again.
Lor’s knowing gaze moved from her face to Elias and back. “Mating bonds can be formed in stages. I wasn’t sure if you knew about that.”
“What do you mean?” Elias wrapped his right hand around her waist so he could face Lor.
“Some couples want the intimacy of sharing thoughts and feelings without the risk of immediate offspring. This seldom happens on Ontariese, but the connection is easily formed.”
She looked into Elias’ eyes and tried to gauge his reaction. “Are you interested in that sort of—”
“Absolutely. I’m not ready for kids right now, but the rest sounds amazing.”
“Very well. Then I’ll convert the existing link rather than removing it.” He held out his hand. “A physical connection makes this easier.”
Roxie placed her hand on Lor’s and Elias covered her hand with his, curving his fingers downward so they touched Lor as well. Energy tingled through Roxie’s palm, flowing down her fingers and up her arm. Instinctively she closed her eyes and followed the sparkling trail within her mind. She felt the proximity bond expand and transform, becoming something deeper.
Once I withdraw, the link will remain, allowing you access to each other’s thoughts and feelings. After you’ve become comfortable navigating the connection, I’ll teach you how to shield it.
It doesn’t feel that different, Roxie told Lor.
Intimacy of any kind will strengthen the connection. It will feel very different before long.
And when we’re ready for the final step?
Elias’ question made Roxie look at him. Was he really thinking about children, about building a future together with her?
Lor slipped out of the link and pulled his hand out from under hers. “When you’re both ready for a true mating bond, just let me know.” Then he glided off across the room to rejoin the crowd surrounding Varrik and Echo.
“I’m not trying to pressure you, darlin’,” Elias promised with a sexy smile. “I’m willing to wait as long as it takes, but I can’t pretend I don’t want it all. And I want it with you.”
Thanks to the newly formed link she could feel his sincerity and the depths of his commitment. Rather than frightening, she found it liberating. She was free to embrace her attraction to him because his devotion to her was even stronger.
She started to kiss him again then thought better of it. “If I don’t go now, I’ll never leave. You’re just too damn tempting.”
With a warm chuckle, he bent down and brushed his lips over hers. “Until tonight.” It wasn’t really a kiss, more like a promise of all the wonderful things to come.
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Prologue
 
“Only you can stop this madness. You must speak with the elders.”
Varrik closed his eyes as the plaintive words echoed through his mind. Ripples of discontent had been disrupting the Shadow Maze longer than he could remember. After developing useless feelings for his female, Varrik’s brother, Sekall, had planted seeds of doubt and whispered clever lies. Sekall’s treachery still germinated a decade after his execution.
“I am not my brother.” Varrik opened his eyes and glared at his misguided friend. “Unlike Sekall, I hold true to the Customs.”
“Customs that were obsolete before we were born.” Bemzire wrapped his arm around a woman’s shoulders and drew her close against his side. Varrik didn’t know her name, didn’t allow himself to wonder. Females had only one purpose in the life of a Shadow Assassin and this woman had fulfilled hers. He glanced at the baby sleeping in her arms, ignoring the tightening in his chest. Soon it would be his turn to breed.
“You have a strong, healthy son.” Varrik dragged his gaze away from the infant and focused on Bemzire. “Let that be enough.”
“Enough for what? We are expected to remain in this prison, allowing others to dictate what gives meaning to our lives.” Bemzire stroked his son’s tiny face. Tension hardened his tone, yet his gaze remained tender. “With or without the elders’ consent, we’re leaving the Shadow Maze tonight.”
“They will find you and kill you. You know the law.”
Bemzire stepped closer, challenge flashing in his eyes. “I know it’s forbidden, but can you tell me why?”
“You know why.”
“I know the lies the elders use to control us. I want nothing more to do with the world below.”
“There have always been lulls, shifts in power, and periods of waiting. We are above these things. We answer to a higher calling.” Varrik glanced at the woman. She remained silent and watchful as Bemzire argued their case. “Even if the elders allowed you to leave, how would you survive? You’re a criminal according to the world above. As soon as they realize where you came from, they will take you to the City of Tears.”
“Then sweep my mind. The elders might not realize you have the gift, but I know you do. Use your ability on me, so I have nothing to reveal.”
Varrik shook his head, his heart pounding in his chest. If one of the elders sensed the emotions raging in this room, they might join and penetrate his mental shields. He wasn’t ready to be a sweeper, was still too conflicted to embrace his destiny.
“Sweeping your mind won’t keep the overlord from torturing you. If you think you’re a prisoner now, wait until you’ve spent some time in the City of Tears.”
“Bemzire might have been trained as an assassin, but he has never taken a life.” The woman finally spoke. Her tone was calm, her expression resolute.
“He’s a hunter, one of the leaders, a direct descendent from the south.” Varrik stared into her eyes, waiting for her to argue. She said nothing, so he drove the point home. “You were not the only woman taken during the hunt. Are all the females willing to forgive?”
“It has to start somewhere,” Bemzire said firmly.
Varrik turned back to his friend. “You didn’t answer my question.” He crossed his arms over his chest, gathering anger about him to drive back the pain. They were only repeating Sekall’s heresy, but the topic dredged up unwanted memories. Charismatic and shrewd, Sekall had been the biggest threat the elders had ever faced. So dangerous, in fact, he’d been silenced—while Varrik was forced to watch.
“We will live a quiet life in some secluded settlement,” Bemzire told him.
Varrik snorted. “Does she know how to plant and harvest? You’re certainly no farmer.” Bemzire raised his chin and reached for his sidearm. “You see. Lethal instincts and instantaneous reactions, cunning perception and faultless aim. The only vocation you’re qualified for is military, and the warlords won’t have you.”
“I have other abilities.”
“Ah, yes. You can create the illusion of invisibility and move small objects with your mind. What value does that have in the world above?” His crestfallen expression was answer enough. “You’re a hunter, Bemzire, a trained assassin. Don’t attempt to leave. They will kill you. One cycle with this female does not need to end your life.”
“This is no life,” she sneered. “You accomplish nothing. You don’t even destroy. You’ve become ghosts with no purpose, obediently going through the motions of a meaningless existence.”
He shot her so scathing a glare she took an automatic step backward. “You won’t remember his face come morning. You won’t remember anything at all. Now get out of my sight!”
Varrik waited until they left to vent his aggravation. He kicked over a chair and released a string of curses that echoed off the cold stone walls. Through sheer force of will he kept memories of his brother buried deep in his mind. He had idolized Sekall, absorbed every word he spoke like a sponge. It took many cycles for Varrik to realize the true danger of his brother’s radical thinking. Hope could cut more deeply than any blade.
Their world might be bleak and lonely, but there was no place for them in the world above.
With an infuriated hiss, he stormed from his chamber and hurried toward the Council of Elders’ meeting room. He had to protect Bemzire from his own foolishness. A guard announced him then motioned him inside. The table, like the room itself, was perfectly square. Each elder represented a geographical region, north, south, east, and west. They sat facing each other, their regions at their back.
“What can we do for you, Varrik?” Elder North asked.
Varrik waited for the guard to shut the door before he spoke. “Bemzire’s female is scheduled for release tomorrow. He is planning to escape with her tonight.”
The elders exchanged pleased glances, then Elder North stood. “Why have you chosen to warn us?”
“I honor the Customs. The laws are designed to protect us all.” He squared his shoulders and added, “Despite his misguided notions, Bemzire is my friend. I would rather not see him sacrificed because of this woman.”
Elder North rounded the table and clasped Varrik’s shoulder. “We have waited many cycles for Vade’s strength to be revealed in you. We feared your brother’s influence had poisoned your mind. This is encouraging, very encouraging indeed.”



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