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Chapter 1
Why hadn’t she ever noticed it before? Loni Stanfield frowned as she shoved light brown waves of hair behind her ear. She had lived here for some time now, yet had never seen the little bookstore tucked away between an art gallery and a jewelry store in Old Scottsdale. In fact, she had never noticed that there was even space for a store between the other two shops.
The bookstore looked like it had been there forever. Yellowed sales flyers and book posters papered the windows and dust had accumulated at the corners of the glass of the old red brick storefront. Paint had started to peel off the green door and she could just see through its smudged glass panes. Selena’s Bookstore was stenciled across the large display window in white.
Bookstores, old bookstores, were one of her favorite places. Ever. The moment she saw one it was like a magnet drew her into the store so that she could search the shelves for treasures. Like dusty old books with pages so old and almost brittle that she had to take care not to harm them as she read.
The magnet-effect was no exception today, and she was glad to let it pull her straight to the green door. After the week she’d had, she needed some kind of escape and was more than happy to lose herself in a bookstore and then a good book.
It wasn’t easy pushing aside the pain and disappointment that she’d experienced over the past week, but she would manage. Her boyfriend of two years, Barry, dumped her and the next day she learned that the aerospace company she worked for was downsizing and she might be out of a job.
Well, she wasn’t going to think about any of that right now.
Loni brushed her palm on her jeans, adjusted the strap of her purse, then reached for the worn brass door handle. The weight of the door surprised her as she opened it. The squeak of its hinges was almost drowned out by the tinkle of bells that were attached to the top of the door with frayed brown rope. How on earth had she never noticed this place before?
The mystical smell of incense flowed over her as she entered. To the right of the door was a rectangular table with a variety of dragon and faerie incense holders on staggered wooden boxes as well as a big wooden box with slots that held twelve different types of incense.
On the left side of the door was another table filled with pewter and crystal figurines of more dragons, along with faeries, elves, princesses, and castles, also elevated at different levels on wooden boxes. Three different sizes of crystal balls were on the far end of the table, light seeming to be absorbed by them as they remained dark with no reflection on their surfaces.
As fun as those things were, what she had come for were the books. There were rows and rows and rows of used books, so many that the store looked bigger inside than it had from outside.
Loni walked along the row on her left, her hands itching to touch the books. Shelves filled with classics, some of the spines worn and separating at the creases. She went to a large book that was face-out and picked it up. When she flipped through it, she saw that it was a book on shifters. On the cover, a huge jaguar perched at the top of a cliff, the sea crashing against the rock face below.
What would it be like to be in a world of shifters? She smiled as she let her imagination run wild like she had as a child. Imagining paranormal beings had always been one of her escapes as she read—vampires, werewolves, witches, and shifters were among her favorites.
She set the book back on the shelf and continued perusing, lightly skimming spines with the pad of her finger. When she neared the end of the first row she came up to an old wood and glass case. On top of the wood surface was an antiquated cash register with a receipt book and a pen lying beside it. Beneath the countertop was a display behind glass of old books and a stack of shirts. One was upside down with a logo and Selena’s Bookstore in script on the backside. Another one was face up with “fictional character” on the front.
Oh, she definitely needed one of those. Sometimes she felt like a fictional character, as if she wasn’t real and her life was a storybook.
“May I help you?”
The melodic voice startled Loni and her elbow hit the glass of the display case as she turned to face the woman who had spoken. She winced but the pain was immediately forgotten as she met the most beautiful sea green eyes she had ever seen and a face so lovely she belonged in one of the books about fae from another world.
“I am Selena.” The bell sleeve of the woman’s white blouse fell back to her elbow as she extended her hand to Loni.
Loni took Selena’s hand and the woman gently squeezed her fingers. A warm, tingling sensation of pleasure traveled through Loni, gentle heat that seemed to relax her. Strangely, she didn’t want to let go of Selena’s hand. The warm sensation surprised her and she wondered if it was her imagination or the woman’s mesmerizing eyes that drew her in.
Selena was tall, about six inches over Loni’s five-four. She was mature, aged, but had held her beauty. She released Loni’s hand and pushed back her long, silver hair over her shoulders and it tumbled down her back to the waistband of her flowing multi-colored skirt.
“I don’t know exactly what I’m looking for.” Loni smiled at the beautiful woman, somehow feeling calm, happy even.
“I have a gift for these things.” Selena returned Loni’s smile. “I can help you. Why don’t you tell me what you like most in a book?”
“When I read, I like to get lost in worlds and become part of them. To experience them.” Loni tilted her head to the side as she thought about it. “Sometimes it’s hard to find authors who write like that. I don’t want to read about reality. When I read paranormal and magic written by a good author, I lose myself in the book.”
“What else?” Selena asked.
“I love adventure.” Loni pushed her hair behind her ear, imagining what it might be like to actually live an exciting life instead of such a dull one. “I would love something that makes me feel like I’m right there.”
“Adventure. Wonderful.” Selena nodded. “What kind of man interests you?”
Loni blinked. “There’s not a man in this world I can trust. I’d have to say that a man who can be trusted, a man with integrity and heart, is an ideal man.”
“Ah. You don’t think there’s a man you can trust and you love adventure.” Selena inclined her head toward the back of the store. “I like you and I do believe I have something special that you will enjoy.”
Intrigued, Loni followed Selena through the store to the far back. The store was deeper than Loni could have imagined. She looked at all of the books and gave a happy sigh. Like a kid in a candy shop, that was how she felt in a bookstore.
As they walked through the shop, Loni didn’t see any other customers. Other than Selena, she must have been the only one in the place.
“Do you live in the Phoenix area?” Selena asked as they went through the store.
“In Scottsdale.” Loni glanced at a shelf of thick books with worn red spines and wondered if they were a collection of stories or an old encyclopedia set. “I moved here a few months ago because I needed a change. A fresh start.”
Selena glanced over her shoulder. “Do you have family here?”
Loni shook her head. “I don’t have any close family. My parents passed away before I moved and I’m an only child. I imagine I have distant relatives somewhere, but my parents never kept in contact with them.”
When they were at the very back of the bookstore, Selena opened a door and they walked into a small room. Loni looked in wonder at the lighted glass cases filled with books.
“This is where I keep the most special books.” Selena produced a set of keys from her pocket then unlocked a wooden case near the center of the room. She pulled out a thick volume and handed it to Loni. “These are reserved for women who feel as you do, who want what you want.”
The book’s weight surprised her. Dark Enforcers was the title and an A. L. Connor was the author. A man and woman were on the cover. The man held a sword in one hand while he had his other arm around the woman’s waist. The woman held one hand behind her back and she was holding a knife where the man couldn’t see it.
The woman had fair skin that was pale against the man’s tanned flesh. Her long dark brown hair fell away from her face and she had bewitching green eyes.
With a taut and muscular body, the man was just plain hot. His black hair had fallen over his brow and his brown eyes were fierce, almost unnervingly so. The characters were so lifelike, so real looking, that Loni could imagine them stepping right off of the cover.
A sense of déjà vu swept over Loni and she blinked. Had she seen this book somewhere before?
“It will be perfect for you.” Selena interrupted Loni’s thoughts. “I think you will find this book magical. You will be transported away from this world and into the next.”
Loni met Selena’s lovely eyes and she held back a smile. “Promise?”
“I promise. And I promise you will be left wanting to read more of them. That’s what a good writer does. She makes you want more.” Intrigued by the solemnness of Selena’s expression and amused by her words, Loni handed the book back to the woman. “I’ll take it.”
They walked to the counter with the old cash register, Selena moving behind it and Loni standing in front. The price was surprisingly low for such a large book. She asked for one of the “fictional character” shirts and Selena added it to the total.
After Loni dug the cash out of her purse and paid, the woman handed her the bag with the book and shirt. “Thank you, Loni,” she said. “Enjoy.”
It wasn’t until she was halfway home that Loni realized she had never told Selena her name, yet the woman had known it. Loni had even paid with cash, so the woman hadn’t seen one of her credit cards or her driver’s license. How had she known?
Loni glanced at the book in its bag on the passenger seat of her car before looking back at the street as she drove the short distance to her home. She thought about the warm sensation she’d had when she met the woman. The experience had been completely odd, but for some reason, despite jerk ex-boyfriends and worries about losing her job, in that moment Loni felt happier than she had in a long time.
* * * * *
After eating leftover Chinese takeout for dinner and taking a nice warm shower, and after setting her alarm system, Loni wore her fictional character shirt as a nightshirt and curled up in her bed with her new book.
Her hair was still a little damp and smelled of apple shampoo. She had the luxurious feeling of having just showered and she was cuddled in freshly cleaned sheets and her grandmother’s quilt, and propped up against a mountain of pillows.
She picked up the book from her nightstand and had the same warm sensation she had felt when the woman at the bookstore touched her hand. She carefully opened the volume, enjoying the musty scent that old books had. Only a true book lover could appreciate the smell. The volume was beautifully illustrated, something she hadn’t even noticed since she had never opened it at the shop. Funny but she had bought it based on recommendation and cover alone.
The first illustration was a page showing the full scene rather than just the vignette of the man and woman on the front cover. The dagger the woman held in her hand seemed to glint beneath the moonlight.
As Loni stared at the picture, again a strong sense of déjà vu washed over her. She shook it off and studied the dark-haired man.
With her fingertip she traced the man’s shoulder down his powerful biceps to his strong forearm. She felt like she had done that before, only in real life. He held the woman’s hand in his own and he looked at her with fierce hunger in his brown eyes, and even a sense of ownership was in his gaze.
To be looked at like that…to be desired like that. Like the stars and moon were his to give her and he would. He would do anything for her.
Loni sighed. A man like that would be amazing.
Nothing like Barry. Although, when she thought about it, she wasn’t giving Barry any credit. She had loved him, and it had been mostly good when they were together. But the way he had left her had been painful and it wasn’t going to be easy to get over it.
Of course if she had a man like the one in the book… It might be plenty easy to get over Barry.
Loni smiled and snuggled deeper under her covers then opened the book to page one. Time for a little escape.
The pages flew by as the story dove into a dark underworld filled with shifters, vampires, and other paranormal creatures. She found herself holding her breath as she fell deeper and deeper into the story. It was a thrilling game of cat and mouse, of intrigue and betrayal.
The hero was hot enough to make her squirm with longing and desire. From the way he fought each battle to the power and intensity of his relationship with the woman he worked with—and slept with—he made Loni long for more. Made her long for an Alec in her own life and made her long for an adventure of her own.
She pulled herself out of the story toward the end of the book to catch her breath. Her fingers ached from clenching the book so tightly as she read. She relaxed her grip and slipped into the next chapter.
City lights glinted through the part in the curtains at the large picture window directly in front of them as Alec and Marie entered her darkened apartment. The fight with Dawson’s men in the alleyway downtown, and the adrenaline rush that had accompanied it, made him feel hyped up and in need of an outlet. He sensed Marie’s need was as great as his.
His blood boiled as he met Marie’s bewitching green eyes. He brought her into his arms in the middle of the room and he brushed his knuckles across her cheek. He took her face in his hands, feeling the softness of her long, dark hair over his fingers. He lowered his face and her breath was warm against his lips.
His mouth met hers and she opened up to him. He darted his tongue inside tasting her sweet flavor as his hands moved down to her breasts and he rubbed his thumbs over her hard nipples through her T-shirt.
She molded her body against his and moaned as his erection pressed into her belly. His cock was hard, aching for her. He loved how her body looked when she was naked and could almost feel what it was like to slide inside of her.
He eased his hands over her shoulders and smoothed them along her sides to her weapons belt at the waistband of her jeans. His palms continued, going over the gentle flair of her hips.
Heat burned through him as she kissed him back, almost fiercely and he moved his hands to her waist.
A subtle shift in the way she held herself caused him to tense inside. Something about the way she held herself in his arms, something about what now felt like deliberate and not sensual movements.
He broke the kiss. In a split second his hand snapped up and caught her wrist as she plunged her dagger toward his back.
A snarl twisted her beautiful lips and her green eyes flashed with a fierce look of hatred. “You were supposed to die in that alleyway tonight,” she shouted. “Not them.” She struggled against his hold on her wrist, trying to bring the knife down. “It’s your turn to die.”
Shock at her betrayal almost had him reeling. She had used him.
Fury burned through him as it came to him so clearly now. Now that she had taken what information she wanted, she was attempting to eliminate him.
She sent a knee toward his balls then started to twist away. She was beyond quick, agile, and strong, and he knew better than to underestimate her.
He dodged her knee and swept his foot out to take her down but she dropped to the floor, tearing the dagger from his hand and rolled to her feet in a fast motion.
She came at him with the dagger and he blocked her with his right arm. She was away from him again then she was back, the dagger aimed at his heart.
The blade would be poisoned with one of her witch’s spells and he had to avoid the metal at all costs. He had to keep from touching her hands or she could use her magic to harm him.
He grabbed her arm whirled her around, and pushed her up against the wall, her head to the side so that she could see him. He clenched both of her wrists in one hand. She struggled, kicking back, but he had her pinned tight. With his free hand he knocked away the dagger. The dagger flew from her grasp and thumped on the carpet behind him.
“Everything was a lie.” Alec spat the words as the pain of her betrayal ripped through him like a blade. “You work for him. For Dawson.” He paused as the truth came to him. “You are the traitor. You killed Carrie, Steve, and Jonathan.”
He didn’t need to give her time speak to know that it was true. He could see it in her eyes as she glared over her shoulder at him. With the palm of his hand, he hit her on the side of the neck, just enough to stun her and cause her to lose her coordination.
Her knees gave out and he had to hold her to keep her from dropping to the floor. Anger gathered into a hard ball in his chest as he pulled a pair of cuffs from his back pocket that would subdue any paranorm’s powers, and he snapped them onto her wrists.
He had cared for Marie and she had tried to kill him. She had killed his comrades, his friends. Could he ever trust a woman again?
A grim sense of determination took hold of him. He would get Dawson. The bastard’s days were numbered.
Loni’s eyes widened as she caught her breath and set the book down on her lap. She hadn’t expected Marie to be the traitor…the woman deserved to be incarcerated forever for what she’d done to Alec and to the other members of his team, the Dark Enforcers. They had trusted her, taken her in, and all along she had been cutting them down one by one.
With a sigh Loni stared at the last page. What would happen to Alec next? Would he find a woman he could trust even though he believed he would never be able to trust again?
Selena had asked her what kind of man interested her. If a man like Alec existed, that would be the man she wanted.
She thumbed to the back of the book. There was no mention of another novel or that it was part of a series. There wasn’t even an author biography for A. L. Connor.
Tomorrow she would go back to the bookstore and see if there was a sequel. The ending left so many questions. It was an amazing book and she had lost herself in it and she had to read more. She had to find out what happened next.


Chapter 2
Sunshine warmed Loni’s bare shoulders as she walked from where she’d parked her car, down the street toward the bookstore in Old Scottsdale. Her purse swung from her shoulder at hip level and her loose skirt flowed around her ankles, a good length for her, and her ballet flats were silent on concrete as she walked. She saw the store ahead, tucked away just like she remembered it. It was still odd how she’d never noticed it before.
When she reached the store she pulled open the door and stepped inside. No bells jangled like they had when she’d been here before and it was dark—she couldn’t see anything. It smelled of dirt and something rank rather than the scent of incense and books.
She frowned. The bookstore must be closed and Selena had forgotten to lock up.
The door handle jerked out of Loni’s hand and slammed behind her.
Her heart in her throat, she turned to grab the handle—
The door was gone.
Her eyes widened as she stared at a brick wall that she could see somehow in the darkness. Her heart pounded faster and faster as she put her hands against the wall and felt the rough brick beneath her palms.
“Hey!” She slapped her hands against the brick but it hurt her palms. “Somebody open the door!”
No response. She took a step back, away from the wall, feeling almost dizzy.
“Hello, lovely,” came a cool, almost eerie voice behind her. “You’re late.”
Loni spun to face a man who was a good twenty feet away and she clutched her purse close to her side. Her back against the wall, she stared at him, trying to process the man and her environment.
It wasn’t too dark to see any longer, but it was night now, not the middle of the day. A wooden pole with a light at the top of it illuminated the area. She was in an alleyway, not the store, and the rank odor came from a Dumpster to her right. City noises rose from the other side of the buildings that made up the alleyway and she heard the distant sound of sirens.
Everything flashed through her mind as she stared at the man. Wearing a perfectly pressed black suit and polished black shoes, he was tall with a long face. His hair was thick and black, and he had a mustache and goatee, and a pink scar along his right cheek. Even with the scar she would have considered him handsome if he didn’t have such a sinister air about him. He didn’t look like a mugger but something about him made her shiver.
“What took you so long?” The man took a step toward her. “I’ve been waiting for some time now.”
She reached in her purse with one hand and fumbled as she blindly searched, her eyes still on the man. Damn it. Did she still have the can of pepper spray she’d bought last year?
“Stay back.” Her voice shook as her fingers found her keys and wallet, but no pepper spray.
“You are a pretty thing.” The man smiled as he stepped closer. “It’s a shame, a real shame that you have to die.”
Die? Her heart pounded so hard her chest hurt. “Who are you?” Her voice trembled. “Why would you want to kill me?”
He gave a deep laugh. “I’ve visioned that you pose a future threat to me, so I intend to eliminate you.”
“How could I be a threat to you?” She tried to catch her breath. She felt like she’d been running a mile after waking up in a nightmare.
He let out a sigh. “As interesting as our little conversation has been, I have places to go, people to kill.” He took a step closer to her.
“Help!” She screamed with everything she had. “Somebody, help!”
His smile faded as he paused and studied her. He raised one hand and fire sprang up from his palm. “Scream again and I’ll kill you slowly.”
As she watched, he threw a ball of fire and it slammed into the Dumpster behind her. Her eyes widened and another scream strangled in her throat as she stared in horror.
The metal melted. A gaping hole of about four feet in circumference was now in the side of the Dumpster. The garbage inside was on fire and the stench made her cough.
“Who are you?” She had to know who this man was and why he was trying to kill her. “What are you?”
“I am William Dawson, a sorcerer.” He smiled. “But that matters not for I am going to take great pleasure in killing you. Any toy of Selena’s is a pleasure to break.”
Terror ripped through her body like knives shredding her skin. Her whole body shook. She covered her mouth to hold back the scream that wanted to escape as he now held a fireball in each hand.
She had the feeling the man wanted her to run so that he could toy with her. Maybe like a cat might play with a mouse, planning to have a little fun before it ripped out its prey’s throat.
“Please, no.” Her voice was hoarse with tears. “Please.”
A part of her was having a hard time coming to terms with a man throwing fireballs with his hands. Was she dreaming? Was she still reading the book with magical characters and somehow living it as she read it?
As crazy as it sounded, standing here facing a sorcerer in an alleyway was even crazier. And the way she ended up in the alleyway—impossible.
She looked around her. There was nothing she could do. She could make a run for the Dumpster, but he would just melt it even if she did. He was going to kill her.
The sorcerer stepped closer. The man’s sinister smile made her skin feel like worms were wiggling all over it.
Power seemed to coil from the man as he smiled, his teeth glinting in the dim light.
She prepared herself to run even though she knew it was hopeless.
The sorcerer raised his hands.
Loni screamed.
Something metal glinted as it flashed through the air. The sorcerer shouted and a dagger protruded from his shoulder, just above his heart. The sorcerer stumbled back, grabbed the hilt of the dagger and he wrenched it out.
And then a dark-haired man tackled the sorcerer. Loni stared in horror and fascination as the sorcerer twisted out from under the man, got to his feet and backed away, gathering himself to counterattack.
Blood poured down the sorcerer’s arm and it hung almost uselessly. But with his good hand he flung a fireball at the man.
As he dodged the fireball, the man shouted a curse that reverberated through Loni. The sorcerer gave an eerie cry that carried through the night and caused hair to rise on the back of her neck. The sorcerer raised his good hand ready to throw another fireball.
The man took a step back and raised both of his own hands. Flames rose up from his palms.
For a long moment, Loni stared at them, unable to believe what she was seeing. Then she realized that she needed to get out of there. Had to get out.
She bolted from the scene, wishing she was wearing jeans and athletic shoes instead of a skirt and ballet flats. Adrenaline pumped through her veins and she could hear blood rushing in her ears as she ran through the darkness, toward the end of the alleyway. The metallic taste of fear was in her mouth and her lungs started to burn, as if she had run for miles.
“Wait!”
She heard a male shout behind her and fear made her run all the faster. Her shoe hit the edge of a pothole she hadn’t seen in the dark. She tripped and barely kept herself from falling to the asphalt.
“Damn it.” The deep voice was closer now, a voice she didn’t recognize. “Dawson took off so you’re safe now.”
Something—someone—grabbed her arm, jerking her around and to an abrupt stop, causing her to stumble again. Strong arms caught her, keeping her from dropping to the ground.
She regained her balance, her hands on his chest. His muscles were rock hard beneath her palms as she pushed away from her attacker.
“No,” she shouted as she backed up and swung her purse at his head. “Get away from me!”
He ducked then jerked her close to him and grasped her by her shoulders.
“I just saved your life,” he said in a powerful voice as she kicked him in the shin. Her foot connected with his boot and she winced in pain. Ballet flats were not meant for kicking.
The fact that he hadn’t tried to kill her—yet—caused her to stop thrashing in his arms.
She looked at the man for the first time and her breath caught in her throat as she stared at him.
The man was large, intimidating looking, but his hair fell over his brown eyes in almost boyish disarray. He had a decisive presence with power radiating off him in waves. But it was his brown eyes, the contours of his face, the firmness of his mouth that had her mind whirling.
He looked exactly like the man on the cover of Dark Enforcers, the book she had just read. He could be Alec Page’s double.
“Who are you?” she asked, her voice hoarse from screaming earlier.
“I’m the man who just saved your life,” he said. “My name is Alec Page.”
Her mind spun. “Alec Page?” she repeated even though she knew it was crazy to even think that he could have the same name as the character in the book.
“Did Dawson get to you?” He frowned. “Or was that all for my benefit?”
Dawson.
Alec. Names from a book.
She shook her head. “This isn’t real. It can’t be real.”
Alec looked her over as if to make sure she was all right. “Selena told me to watch out for you.”
“Selena?” Words poured from Loni and she could hear the near hysteria in her voice. “This has to be a nightmare. How could I just walk through a door into a dark alleyway and then the door disappears? How could I see a man who called himself a sorcerer, who was going to kill me with fireballs, and then there was you fighting the sorcerer. You, a man who looks like a character in a book and who has the same name as that character, and talks about other characters in the book.” She looked around her as she spoke in one continuous stream. “And it’s night when it was day and I don’t even know what part of Scottsdale we’re in. Maybe I hit my head or something.”
“Selena insisted that I take care of you.” Alec took Loni by her upper arm and started leading her out of the back alley. “I gave my word to her.”
“I don’t know you.” Loni jerked her arm out of his grasp and rooted herself at the entrance to the alley. “You’re not taking me anywhere.” She turned to walk onto the sidewalk, hoping to get her bearings and find her car. “I’m going home. I’m going to crawl into bed and wake up and none of this will have happened.”
He caught her arm and pulled her back. “I don’t have time for this.”
“What—?” she started to say as he reached for her neck. She tried to duck away from him but he grasped her neck and pinched.
Every one of her muscles went limp and she tumbled into complete and utter darkness.


Chapter 3
From a dark corner of the street, William Dawson growled to himself as he watched Alec Page carry the girl, Loni Stanfield. Fury burned through William as he held his palm to his bloody shoulder. Page had caught him off guard but it would not happen again. Next time both would die.
Only Page would be giving up more than his life.
William waited for the wound to heal from the magic in his hand, then turned away and walked to where his driver was waiting with the black Mercedes. William had visioned that Selena had brought the Stanfield female into the paranorm world and that her presence meant trouble for him and his organization.
After witnessing the female’s fear and her utter lack of confidence in herself and the absence of any abilities whatsoever, he wondered if perhaps his vision was wrong.
The driver opened the rear door of the car, and without acknowledging the chauffeur, William slid onto the supple leather seat and reclined. He forced thoughts of the female and Page from his mind. At this moment he had more important things to consider.
The car’s ride was smooth and effortless as the chauffeur drove toward his home outside of Fountain Hills. William’s thoughts turned to the latest crop of paranorms that had contributed to the manufacturing of the new drug, Propara. The drug had been a brilliant stroke of genius by one of his scientists. Each paranorm donor was worth six figures—the drug would make him millions. There was no shortage of human buyers and plenty of paranorm donors.
The manufacturing process would need to be streamlined, but he had no doubt that would require little effort. Acclimating the humans to their newfound powers was time consuming but certainly more than worth it.
He smiled to himself. With the size of his human force growing from the addictive power of the drug, and the control it gave him over them, he would be unstoppable.


Chapter 4
On the other side of the door that led into the small bar, a live country western band struck up a tune. Alec grimaced. Country music was not the music of choice for the members of his team, but it was what it was. Max ran the show, after all, and if he wasn’t a redneck, Alec didn’t know what one was.
Max leased one of the back rooms of the Bar None, a country-western sports bar in the heart of Phoenix. The keypad on the other side of the door that allowed the Enforcers to key in was about the only high-tech thing in the whole place. Not that they were inclined to use much that was human-made high tech, but they couldn’t very well put a sensor pad outside the door in a run-down sports bar.
“What’s with the woman?” Strike kicked back on one of the worn couches in the back meeting room, his feet up on a coffee table that was scarred from years of use. “Is she one of Selena’s special cases?”
“Selena said her name is Loni Stanfield.” Alec paused before continuing. “She wants to take Loni in as one of us.”
Jazz narrowed her dark brows as she leaned forward from where she was sitting on an ottoman that had stuffing sticking out from the seams. “After what happened with Marie, Selena thinks we should trust a stranger so easily?”
Dani rolled her wheelchair closer, a considering look on her features.
Rider hitched his shoulder up against the wood-paneled wall as he frowned.
Erick shook his head and Lyle just listened to Alec.
“You know how this works.” Alec studied his teammates. “Selena said we’re going to need her in the fight against Dawson. She said we can’t beat him without her.”
“What is it that this female can do to help us against the sorcerer?” Strike said before he took a bite of a loaded potato skin, thick with potato, onions, sour cream, and chives. The man was always hungry.
“I have no idea.” Alec dragged his hand down his face in frustration. “All I know is that we have to take her in.”
“Who are you people?” A feminine voice came from Alec’s left and he turned to see Loni stepping out of the hallway. Her fair skin looked pale, her blue eyes wary as her light brown hair fell around her face. She was absolutely beautiful. “What’s going on here?”
From the first time Alec had seen her, he’d been drawn to her despite what he’d gone through with Marie, something that had scarred him deeply.
Loni’s presence caused his gut to tighten and his mind turned to things better left unsaid. He scowled inwardly. He didn’t know what in the hell was the matter with him, but he’d better get his mind back in the game.
She looked confused and afraid as she continued to speak. “I want to go home. Show me where the door is and I’ll be on my way.”
Alec sighed. “There’s no going home, Loni Stanfield.”
“How do you know my name?” Loni looked at him with wide eyes. “What are you talking about?”
“You’re not in your own reality any longer,” he said.
“That’s crazy.” She stepped further into the room and looked at each Enforcer. “I don’t know who you are.” She gestured at them with one hand. “You’re all wearing black leather. So what are you, some kind of motorcycle gang and you’re holding me here?”
“Did she just call us a motorcycle gang?” Jazz looked at Dani who frowned.
“Sorry, honey,” Rider said from where he was standing against the wall. His eyes were dark and hooded as if he found Loni enticing. “If you wanted Hell’s Angels you won’t find them here.”
“I don’t want anything,” Loni looked at Alec, “except to go home. Please.”
“Have a seat.” Alec gestured to a spot on a couch not taken by one of his teammates. “You’re going to be here a while. I’ll explain everything when we’re finished here.”
Loni folded her arms across her chest as if protecting herself from something unknown as she tried to make sense of everything that was happening to her.
Holden, a bear of a man who’d been silent until now, gently caught Loni by her arm and escorted her to the couch.
Loni sat. Her eyes were wide as she looked up at Holden. One of these days she’d learn that the big man was too much of a softy for his own good at times. But he knew how to use his intimidation factor when needed with people who didn’t know him better.
Alec sensed that Holden was drawn to Loni in the same way that Rider was. Hell, like every male in the room seemed to be. Maybe it was his imagination… But somehow he didn’t think so. Loni had some kind of magnetic appeal that apparently drew males to her.
An irrational feeling of anger burned through him, as if he didn’t want anyone to touch her but him. The thought caused him to frown. Humans were taboo and he didn’t have any plans to break that taboo. Ever. Not to mention after what Marie had done to him, being with a woman was for pure sexual enjoyment. Loni looked like the marrying kind of woman who believed in happily-ever-afters.
She wouldn’t find that with him.
Alec studied Loni who still looked confused and afraid. “We have to discuss work now. I’ll answer more of your questions later.”
He turned his attention back to where it needed to be for now. “Dawson himself came after Loni.”
Dani drummed her fingers on the armrests of her wheelchair. “Why would the sorcerer come out from his hidey hole to go after her?”
“I don’t know,” Alec said. “Not yet.”
“What do you do?” Petra tilted her head, her red hair falling over her shoulder as she studied Loni.
Loni looked from Alec to Petra as she said, “I’m an office manager for an aerospace company.”
Alec braced his hands on the back of the chair he was standing behind. “We have planning to do. We’ll figure out Loni’s role later.”
Confusion and fear made Loni’s head spin. Was the Selena they were talking about the same Selena who’d sold her the book?
Who were these people? What did Alec mean, that there was no going home? How did he know her name?
“Might as well introduce you to the team.” Alec roused her out of her thoughts as he spoke. He gestured to the man leaning up against a wall. “That’s Rider.” He pointed toward the woman sitting on the ottoman. “Jazz.” He indicated each of the other people in the room as he continued. “Strike, Dani, Petra, Erick, Lyle, and Holden.”
Goose bumps rose on Loni’s skin and tingles crawled along her spine as Alec introduced everyone in the room. They had the same names as the people who’d worked with the Alec in the book she’d just read. In the book they wore black leather, too, and they each had special abilities that included shifting, magic, control of the elements, and other talents. They’d been some kind of kickass paranormal team that called themselves the Dark Enforcers.
Mentally she shook her head. More and more everything seemed so surreal that she had a hard time grasping any of it. She had to be dreaming.
“You’re not dreaming,” Petra said quietly as she leaned forward, focused on Loni. “This isn’t a story you’ve read in a book.”
Loni’s jaw dropped. “How did you—?” She snapped her mouth shut as Petra gave her a kind look. In the story, Petra was a witch who had been able to read minds and sense things that no one else could.
Alec dragged his hand down his face. He was sexy with a day’s growth of stubble, his mussed hair, and the intensity of his dark eyes. Despite the craziness of her situation, she noticed the cut of his biceps, the power in his arms that was easy to see with his sleeveless leather shirt. His shirt and pants were snug over his muscular chest and athletic thighs.
With all of the confusion she had barely noticed his weapons belt. A sword was sheathed at his belt, just like Alec Page, the man he claimed to be. Or the character. Whoever.
Who really carried a sword in the twenty-first century? She let her gaze drift to those around the room. Apparently most of the people here carried one archaic weapon or another.
She became aware of the sound of country western music coming from the other side of the door. In the book, the team had held their meetings in the backroom of a honky-tonk bar. The music had been a dull throb that she hadn’t paid attention to with everything that was going on in her mind and in this strange reality.
If it was reality. She pinched her leg hard and winced. Could she still cause herself pain in a dream?
“The problems in the city have been growing out of control over the past couple of weeks.” Dani’s voice caught Loni’s attention, bringing her out of her thoughts and back to the roomful of people wearing black leather. “It’s been one thing after another.”
“We’ve got unexplained paranorm deaths.” Petra put her elbow on her knee, her chin in her hand, a thoughtful expression on her face. “And humans suddenly developing paranorm abilities for seventy-two to ninety-six hours and using their powers for evil. Attacks, robberies, destruction—it’s getting worse.”
Dani nodded. “Between the humans and their insta-powers, and paranorms coming up dead, we have as much as we can handle.”
“And don’t forget that humans have been going missing at an unusual rate,” Petra said.
“The nine of us are just going to have to make do.” Alec stood with his hand on the hilt of his sword as he spoke. “Devora’s Enforcer team has its hands full handling their half of the Phoenix area.”
Phoenix area… So they were still in Phoenix. But then the book had taken place here.
There had been twelve team members in the book when Loni had started to read it. Over the course of the story, three of the team members had been slain mysteriously—and it had turned out to be Marie who had murdered them.
Holden stroked his chin. “Is Max trying to bring anyone else in on this to replace…” He let the rest of it go unsaid. They all no doubt knew what he’d been about to say—to replace the three murdered team members.
“It’s a possibility.” Alec frowned. “These humans who are suddenly developing paranorm powers are too dangerous to not take action now, not to mention all of the paranorms turning up dead. We don’t have time to wait for anyone to take them on with us.”
As they spoke back and forth, Loni looked from one person to the other, trying to come to grips with what was happening to her.
Jazz pushed her dark hair over her shoulder, her blue eyes intent as she looked at Alec. “I don’t think we need anyone else.”
“Jasmine and Alec are right.” Strike took his feet off the coffee table then leaned forward, bracing his forearms on his thighs. “We can’t wait for anyone else and I think we sure as hell can take on Dawson on our own.”
The other team members nodded in agreement or just focused on Alec as he continued speaking. “On other fronts, Max has intelligence that a big drug deal orchestrated by the sorcerer is going down tomorrow night. We’re going to be there. Dawson just won’t know it until it’s too late.”


Chapter 5
“Selena insisted that I watch over you myself.” Alec kicked back on his overstuffed chair and put his feet up on the coffee table. He took a swig from his beer bottle before resting his gaze on Loni again. “So that’s what I’m going to do.”
Loni paced his dim living room from one end to the next, her thoughts jumbled as she rubbed both arms with her hands, her skirt swishing around her shins. None of this was real. She was dreaming. Right?
Alec lived in an older three-level townhouse that was filled with interesting treasures like weapons mounted on the walls that looked like they came from the Middle Ages.
“So you’re saying that Selena brings certain people into your world because she believes that person can somehow help you.” Loni took a deep breath as she continued pacing. “And she thinks I’m one of those people.”
Alec nodded. “Did you tell her you want adventure and that you need a change in your life? Are you alone in your world with no family who will miss you?”
Loni paused in mid-step. “How did you know?”
“Because those are her requirements to bring people to our world,” he said. “That and each person has some kind of paranormal talent they are usually unaware of.”
“That’s insane.” Loni wanted to laugh. “Paranormal talent?”
He shrugged. “That’s the way it works.”
She shook her head. “I’m human, and I don’t have any so-called paranormal talents.”
“We’ll find out soon enough what your talent is,” he said in a way that made him sound certain.
“I read about all of you in a book, Dark Enforcers.” She rubbed her temples. “Which proves even further that this can’t be real. You even look like the hero on the cover of the book.”
“A book?” Alec raised an eyebrow.
“What did you mean earlier that I’m not in my own reality any longer?” She didn’t even know why she was going along with all of this enough to drill him with questions. “Does that mean I’m not in my own time or something like that?”
“No,” Alec said. “It means that you are now conscious of the paranormal world that exists. Few humans, know much less are aware, that paranorms surround them.”
She suddenly felt hopeful. “So my home is still there and I could go at any time if you let me go?”
“I can’t do that,” Alec said.
“Please let me go home.” She stopped and looked at him. “I live in Scottsdale and we’re still in Phoenix, right? That’s not so far from here.”
He shook his head. “I’m sorry.”
“Where’s my purse?” She folded her arms tight across her chest. “My cell phone is in it. Tomorrow’s Monday, right? At least let me call my boss to let him know I won’t be in.”
“It’s been taken care of,” he said.
She narrowed her gaze. “What do you mean it’s been taken care of?”
“Have a seat.” He gestured toward the couch, which was close to where he was sitting. “And have a drink.”
Normally she didn’t drink beer, but that was all he had and she could really use a little alcohol. Maybe a lot. She plopped down on the couch and grabbed the beer bottle that was within reach on the end table between their seats. He had already twisted off the cap. She took a sip and made a face, then took another drink, longer this time.
His expression seemed almost amused as she grimaced again. His entire countenance was dark and dangerous in a way that made her stomach flip when she looked at him. She didn’t know whether to be scared of him or accept that what he was telling her was true.
Loni looked away from his dark eyes. Her hand shook and she set her bottle on the end table. “I don’t understand any of this.”
“It’s not up to me to make sense of Selena’s decisions.” He took a long draught of his beer then set the bottle on the end table with a hard thump. “But it is up to me to make sure that you stay safe while you’re in my care.”
She frowned as she studied his strong features again. “Safe from what?”
He raised an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten that Dawson attempted to kill you earlier tonight.”
She shook her head, as if to deny what had happened. “It was all so crazy. How can that have been real? Not only did I see a man throwing fireballs with his hands, but I saw you with fire on your palms, too.” She shook her head. “It’s insane to even think about. I must have hallucinated it all.”
Without answering, he got to his feet. “Finish that beer. I’m going to get you another one.”
“I’m a lightweight,” she said. “It won’t take much to make me drunk.”
“Good.” He turned and headed toward the small kitchen.
Wondering what he meant by that remark, she stood, grabbed her beer bottle, and followed him. The lighting in the living room had been low but it was much brighter in the kitchen. As he grabbed two more beers from the fridge, she drained her bottle and set it on the countertop. She had swallowed too much too fast and she felt a little lightheaded for a moment.
“Are you hungry?” he asked as he twisted the cap off a beer and handed it to her. “You’ve probably worked up an appetite with all of that pacing.”
She had refused to eat before the meeting but she found that he was right. She was very hungry now. “Yes,” she said. “I am.”
He ducked back into the fridge and she looked at his tight ass from behind. He had changed out of leather and was in Levis and a black T-shirt. She found herself fascinated by his muscular back and shoulders that flexed as he reached for food from out of the fridge, then wondered what in the world was she thinking.
When he turned around he had an armful: a head of lettuce, tomatoes, cheese, mayo, mustard, and a clear glass lidded container of something that looked like roast beef. He let the refrigerator door fall shut behind him and he set everything on the counter. He grabbed a clear plastic bag with a full loaf of unsliced bread from off of the countertop.
He took a knife and cut thick slices of the bread. He looked so normal as he fixed the sandwiches, not at all like a man who carried a sword. And if she could possibly accept any of this, he was a man who could throw fireballs. “One sandwich or two?” he asked.
“One.” She picked up her beer bottle and if felt cold and real in her palm as she gripped it. She took a long drink and watched him as he remained silent.
They didn’t talk as he made the sandwiches. Too much confusion was going on in her mind. The feeling of surrealism only grew worse as she continued to drink.
* * * * *
After they ate, Loni followed Alec toward the hallway. He didn’t know if she was coming to accept this reality or if she was going along with it until she “woke up.”
When they made it to the hallway, he gave a nod in the direction of the stairs. “The bedrooms are on the second level.”
She put her hand on the railing and looked at him. “Are you going to show me to my room?”
“The guest room is the first door on the left. You’ll find a bag with some of your clothes and other personal items that Selena had delivered earlier.” He took a step back. “I’ll be upstairs as soon as I take care of some things.”
“Selena dropped off some of my belongings?” Loni sounded surprised. “How did she get them? I would have liked to talk to her, too.”
“She had someone deliver them for her,” Alec said.
“Oh,” she said. “Goodnight then.” She nodded to Alec and headed up the stairs. The middle step squeaked when she stepped on it. “The sooner I get to sleep,” she said, “the sooner I’ll wake up and all of this will have been one big nightmare.”
She glanced over her shoulder to see him watching her. His eyes didn’t move from hers and she turned away as if to make sure she didn’t trip on the stairs.
He stepped out of sight of the stairs and waited until he heard the door to the guestroom close. He returned to his living room and went to the window and looked out into the night. The rest of the Enforcers had gone out as usual but he’d decided to bring Loni back to his place as Selena said not to let Loni out of his sight for any reason. He wanted to get to know how much of a liability she would be before he took her out with him tomorrow night. Plus, the fact that she didn’t believe any of this was real would make it difficult to keep her from taking off to find her home.
It was easy to see that she was tired and needed to rest after what had to have been a traumatic day, having been taken from her life and thrown into his. Just the experience with the sorcerer stalking her had to have been beyond disquieting.
He thought of how beautiful Loni had looked tonight. Damn it. He dragged his hand down his face. How did he end up with a human in his life when it was the last thing that he needed? Especially one who looked like Loni. Her light brown hair was soft around her face and her blue eyes were so serious as she tried to grasp what was happening to her. She had voluptuous curves that he imagined touching and lips he wanted to kiss.
Selena had always been somewhat of a matchmaker. Was Loni intended to be his match? Was that why he felt such a strong connection to her?
No, that couldn’t be right. It was taboo for paranorms to mix with humans. There were few exceptions and that had been under rare circumstances.
He pushed away from the window, drew his cell phone out of his pocket, and pressed the speed dial number for Strike.
“Having fun babysitting?” Strike answered in an amused voice.
“Loads.” Alec’s jaw tightened. “How are things going tonight?”
“Quiet,” Strike said. “Not a damned thing happening other than the usual human criminal activities that we don’t deal with.”
Like the calm before the storm, Alec thought. “Tomorrow isn’t going to be so quiet.”
“I’m ready for a good fight.” The fierceness in Strike’s voice was convincing enough to make Alec hope that the Enforcer wasn’t going to search one out just for the sake of a brawl. “I want to be the one to take down Dawson.”
“I plan to get to him before you ever have the chance.” Alec could picture himself ripping out the sorcerer’s throat and fury made his head ache. The bastard had gotten away tonight but he wouldn’t tomorrow.
“You had your chance earlier.” Strike’s words were harsh but true. “Have you figured out what’s important about that human?”
Alec let his breath out in a rush. “Not a damned clue.”
“She’s a liability.” Strike made a growling sound. “Max needs his head rotated to get it on straight.”
Alec shook his head. “Why don’t you share that little observation with him?”
“I just might,” Strike said.
“I’ll let you get your ass back on the job,” Alec said.
“And you make sure and enjoy your babysitting detail,” Strike said with a laugh.
“Screw you.”
“I’m taken.”
Alec snorted and disconnected the call. He spent the next hour contacting the other members of his team and to a one they were having an unusually quiet night.
When he finished, he turned out the lights and headed up the stairs planning to go to his study.
He reached the top of the stairs and couldn’t help but look toward the guestroom where Loni was probably in bed. The door was ajar and he found himself moving toward it. The latch didn’t always close properly and she probably didn’t even realize it was open.
The room was dark but he could see easily enough with his enhanced sight. He had expected to see her form beneath the blankets but instead she was sitting on the edge of the bed.
She looked up at him but didn’t say anything.
“This door doesn’t always close right.” Alec cleared his throat. “Just wanted to shut it for you.”
“Please don’t close it. Please don’t go.” Her throat worked. “After today I don’t want to be alone. At least not tonight.” Moisture glistened in her eyes and she looked down.
He nearly groaned aloud. It wasn’t one damned bit fair when a woman cried.
“Hey.” He strode across the floor and crouched in front of her. He took her hands in his. They were warm and so soft. “It’s going to be all right.” What was going to be all right he didn’t know, it just seemed like the right thing to say.
“Is it?” A tear rolled down her cheek as she looked at him. “Am I going to get to go back to my life? Will I be able to forget what happened with that—man?”
“I don’t know.” All he could do was be honest. He didn’t know what plans the Powers That Be had for her so he couldn’t promise her anything. “I can never tell what the plan is.”
“Then stay with me.” Another tear trickled from her eye.
He took a deep breath. “Get under the covers and scoot over.” He kicked off his shoes but left his jeans and T-shirt on. He wasn’t going to take advantage of a woman who was in the state that Loni was.
When she was over far enough, he slid under the covers with her. “Turn over with your back to me.” She obeyed and he put his arm around her waist. She moved back against him, as if needing the closeness.
His cock hardened at the feel of her soft bottom against him. She smelled so good, felt so good. He held his breath and tried not to move.
“Thank you,” she murmured and he felt her relax. Eventually her breathing grew deep and even, and tension gradually left his body.
He buried his nose in her hair, drawing in her scent and feeling it flow through his body. The realization came to him then that he was in one hell of a lot of trouble.


Chapter 6
Loni woke to bright sunlight. She rolled onto her back and looked up at the ceiling and frowned. It wasn’t her ceiling.
Disoriented, she sat up in bed and glanced around her at furniture she didn’t recognize. Her heart beat faster as she looked at the simple, masculine furnishings and tried to place where she was.
Her brow wrinkled and her breathing came a little faster, a little shallow. She almost felt like she was going to hyperventilate as images of two men who could hold fire in their hands flickered through her mind. And passing out then waking up to see a bunch of people in black leather who had the same names as a group of people did in a book.
If she hadn’t found herself in a strange room this morning, she would have thought it all a dream. She looked at the pillow on the right. There was an indentation as if someone had been sleeping there. Had Alec really held her last night?
Nothing made sense. She squeezed her eyes shut. Maybe someone had slipped her some kind of drug and that caused hallucinations. Although that didn’t explain the room she slept in last night.
She opened her eyes and slipped out of bed, the carpet soft beneath her bare feet. She looked down and saw that she was wearing one of the long T-shirts and Capri pajama pants that she liked to wear to bed. Her bright pink suitcase was on a chair and it was filled with her clothes and toiletries, and other odds and ends she would need on a trip. Jeans and T-shirts comprised most of the clothing along with her athletic shoes as if whoever packed her suitcase knew she was going to need something other than her skirts and flats.
A bathroom was connected to the bedroom and she went into it. After she relieved herself and returned to the bedroom, she tugged on jeans and a T-shirt, socks and athletic shoes, then pulled her hair back in a ponytail. She needed a shower, but more importantly she needed to figure out exactly what she was facing.
The house was silent as she left the guestroom and stepped onto polished wood flooring. Her heart beat a little faster as she went down the stairs. She had woken in a strange house after having a crazy dream that had been so real that she almost believed it had all really happened.
She headed down stairs, the middle step squeaking before she made it to the hallway. To her left she could see a living room that looked familiar—just like the one she had dreamed about. To her right was the entrance to a kitchen and she heard the sound of something sizzling and caught the delicious scent of sausages and pancakes.
When she entered the kitchen, she saw him. Alec. Her heart rose into her throat and blood rushed in her ears. Either she was having a never-ending dream or this was real. He was real. His dark brown hair fell over his brow as he concentrated on fixing breakfast. He wore a pair of Levis with a royal blue T-shirt, and he had on a pair of white and blue athletic shoes.
“Good morning.” He flipped a pancake on a griddle on the stove. “Hungry?”
To her surprise she was. She nodded and he gestured to the kitchen nook table and she saw two tall glasses of orange juice in front of two place settings.
She glanced at the kitchen window. It looked like it was a bright and sunny day, normal for Phoenix. “What time is it?”
He was holding the pancake spatula as he spoke. “A little after noon.”
With surprise she said, “I never sleep that late.”
“You needed it.” He spooned scrambled eggs onto a platter that had a tower of pancakes then placed the sausages on the same platter. He took the last pancake off the griddle, turned off the heat, and picked up the platter. “Have a seat.”
She sat at the table and watched him as he set the platter between them and then took his own chair.
He picked up her plate and heaped generous portions of everything onto it, more than she thought she could eat and then he filled his own plate.
She bit the inside of her lip as she poured syrup from a pitcher onto her stack of three medium-sized pancakes. Did she just go along with this? “Are you really over a century old?”
He looked at her as he set the platter down. “Where did you hear that?”
She shrugged and picked up her fork. “I read it.”
“In the book you mentioned?” he asked as he took the pitcher of syrup and poured over his own pancakes.
The metal fork bit into her skin as she squeezed her hand around it just to see if it felt real. It did. “Yes, in the book.”
He set the syrup down, picked up his fork, and speared a sausage. “If you believe everything that you read about me,” he said, “then you believe you know all about me.”
“Not really.” She cut into her pancake as he bit his sausage. “I think you’re probably far more complex than the writer showed you to be. I don’t think he could truly get inside your head.”
For a moment their gazes met and held and she felt an arc of electricity between them that had the effect of rendering her speechless. When she gathered her composure she said, “The least you can do is tell me about yourself.”
“All right,” he said before digging into more of his breakfast.
“So tell me, how old are you?” she asked. “Where do you come from? The book isn’t clear about your origins.”
He drank from his orange juice then looked at her as she took a bite of her pancakes. “I’m a hundred eighty-three and I was born in Ireland shortly before my parents immigrated to America.”
“Almost two centuries?” Loni raised her brows. “You were born in the early 1800’s? You look like you’re in your mid-thirties.”
He stopped chewing and wiped his mouth with his napkin as he swallowed. “My people don’t age physically past thirty,” he said as he set down his napkin.
“Wow.” She considered what he had said as she ate her breakfast. It was delicious, especially after not having eaten much yesterday. “Were you born a sorcerer?”
He shook his head. “My father was a shifter and a Dark Enforcer. My mother is a witch.”
“Your mother is still alive?” Loni asked. “She would be over two hundred.”
“By marrying a shifter and carrying his child,” Alec said, “her life was extended beyond most witches’ natural lives. Something about bearing a shifter child and the symbiotic relationship, as the younger paranorm doctors put it. She won’t live as long as most shifters, but she’ll probably live another twenty years.”
“If you weren’t born a sorcerer…” She frowned. “I don’t understand. I saw you with fire like that Dawson guy had.”
“I’m a mimic,” Alec said. “Whatever type of being I touch, I’m able to take on their abilities until I touch another being and then my abilities mimic theirs. That was why I tackled the sorcerer after I threw the dagger at him. I needed his sorcerer powers to fight him.”
It was all hard to believe but she went along with it. “I noticed that you talked about your father in the past tense.”
She wondered if she had crossed a line as his features darkened and he didn’t say anything for a long time and ate instead.
He finished off his pancakes and wiped his mouth with his napkin. “I’m surprised you didn’t read about my father in your book.” He dragged his hand down his face then met her gaze. “Dawson murdered him several years ago.”
“The book didn’t mention your parents.” She bit her lower lip. “I’m sorry about your father.”
“His life was cut short far too young,” Alec said. “He should have lived another century, at least.”
It didn’t take Alec long to put away the rest of the food on his plate before he served himself more. “Your turn.”
“I’m thirty-two, human, and I won’t live forever or even two hundred plus years.” She gave a smile as she pushed her hair behind her ear. “My parents passed away. You already know what I do in for a living.”
“Do you have any brothers and sisters?” He looked genuinely interested. “Any children?”
“No to both.” Loni shook her head. “And you?”
“I have two sisters and three brothers.” He studied her intently, his eyes drawing her in. “Married? Boyfriend?”
Again she warmed as she felt the electric connection between them. She cleared her throat. “I had a long-time relationship with a man that just ended. What about you?” she added before she could stop herself.
Alec scowled. “It ended.”
“Marie,” Loni said quietly. “She betrayed and murdered your friends.”
His gaze shot up to meet hers. “Why did you ask if you already knew?”
Loni paused. “I suppose I want to check what I read in the book.”
“It happened three years ago.” He stood abruptly and pushed in his chair as he took the now empty plates and set them in the sink. The electricity between them dissipated.
She threw away the paper napkins then took the dishcloth from the sink and wiped down the table. When they were finished, he strode from the kitchen and halted before the set of stairs that led to the floor above them.
“Anything I can get you?” he asked.
She glanced toward the stairs. “I just need to take a shower.”
“One floor above is my study.” He said as they started up the stairs, him following her. “When you’re finished you can find me there.”
“Okay.” They reached the top of the stairs and she looked at him one more time before going back into the guestroom. She carefully shut the door behind her, making sure the latch caught so that it would stay closed.
Selena had been very thorough in sending over what Loni would need. She wondered how the woman managed to get into her apartment, past the alarm system, and pick out everything that would be needed. But then considering what was happening to her, Loni figured that she shouldn’t be surprised at all.
It didn’t take long to shower and dress. She left her hair wet and put it up into a ponytail then opened the guestroom door and headed out into the hallway.
She glanced at the stairs leading up to the third level, then to the staircase leading down. If Alec was occupied, now might be her chance to get out of here and go home. She’d forgotten about the middle step and it squeaked as she went down and she winced, hoping Alec hadn’t heard it.
When she reached the hall, she went straight to the front door. She tried the door handle. Locked. Damn. She frowned and searched for some way to unlock the door but found nothing.
“It won’t open for you.” Alec’s voice came from behind her. “So there’s no point in trying.”
Her heart had jumped when he spoke and she turned to see him with his shoulder hitched up against the wall, watching her with his intent brown eyes.
“Let me out.” Anger rose in her. “You have no right to keep me here.” She nearly shouted the words.
The look in his gaze told her he understood her anger, but he said, “I’m sorry, but I can’t.”
Tears that had been hovering at the backs of her eyes started running down her cheeks and she covered her face with her hands. In the next moment Alec was holding her to his chest and she breathed in the clean smell of his T-shirt and his masculine scent as she felt the hardness of his body close to hers.
“This is real, isn’t it.” She stated the words, finally facing that this was her new reality. Apparently there were things in this world that she hadn’t known about that were real. Somehow she knew that she had to accept that now.
“Yes, it’s real.” He pressed his lips to the top of her head. “I’m sorry, Loni. But at the same time I find myself glad you’re here.”
She raised her head and met his gaze. “Why?”
He didn’t say anything. Instead, he lowered his head. His mouth hovered over hers a moment and she felt crazy feelings in her abdomen as her lips parted.
His mouth took hers and he kissed her, a long and passionate kiss. He held her tightly to him as if she might run away. But at that moment she didn’t want to be anywhere else but in his arms.
When he drew away her eyes were wide as she stared up at him, feeling so many conflicting emotions that she almost couldn’t process them. Fear and sadness for losing what had been her life, anger at being taken away, and passion for the man who had just given her the most amazing kiss.
“You told Selena that you wanted adventure.” He brushed his knuckles along her cheek. “And adventure is what you’re going to get.”


Chapter 7
In his basement control room, William watched as Samuel took one of the small glass bottles of Propara and inserted a needle into the bottle. The blue label indicated it was from a shifter donor. The small syringe filled with the potent drug as Samuel drew it out.
The human, a first time user whose name was Rick, watched with nervousness in his eyes as he waited with his arm strapped down, the veins on the inside of his elbow standing out nicely. Rick was naked, giving William the ability to easily see any changes in the human’s body after the drug was administered. It also made humans feel more vulnerable when they had no clothing on, making it even easier for William to control them.
The witch, Richmond, and his apprentice, Carter, stood by to keep the human in line once he’d been injected and any changes took place. The control room was large and nearly bare, with enough space for a first glimpse at the human’s newfound powers.
“Is it going to hurt?” Rick asked in a tight voice. The room began to smell of the human’s fear. “What’s going to happen next?”
“It will burn.” Samuel eyed the syringe to make sure it held the right dose. “But that won’t last long. And then we shall see what happens next.”
“Maybe this is a bad idea.” Rick’s knee bounced as his agitation increased. His entire body was strapped into the chair so that there would be no danger to himself or anyone in the room. Perspiration had broken out on the human’s forehead.
“There is no going back, Rick.” Samuel removed the tourniquet and blood started flowing in Rick’s arm again. The human held his breath as Samuel slid the needle into a vein and emptied the clear fluid into the male’s blood system.
A mere fraction of a moment later and Rick struggled in the chair and cried out. “It burns like a sonofabitch,” he whined.
“Give it a couple of minutes,” Samuel said as he tossed the syringe. “You will feel like a new man.”
“Shit.” The human writhed in the chair, the tendons in his neck standing out, his face contorted with pain. “It hurts. Shit, it hurts.”
Almost every human male who had been injected uttered the same words. William was starting to find it tedious.
When Rick finally sat limp and exhausted, his entire body covered in sweat, William gave a nod to Harper, one of his men, who released the human’s bonds. Harper assisted Rick out of the chair with his customary rough handling and the human dropped onto all fours.
Rick remained on the floor and Harper slammed his boot into the human’s ribs. Sometimes the change needed a catalyst and any one of several emotions—fear, pain, and anger—made especially fine catalysts.
The human fell onto his side from the power of Harper’s kick. Pain flashed across the human’s face followed by anger. The human’s eyes glowed red.
William smiled. Excellent.
The human bared his teeth at Harper as animal instinct began to take shape. Yet the human did not transform as a shifter would normally do. He had been given the version of the drug that came from a shifter donor.
William gave a nod to Harper. “Again.”
The look on Harper’s face was vicious as he began to kick the human a second time. Rick snarled and faster than William had expected, the human grabbed Harper’s leg and pulled his feet out from under him.
Coarse black and brown hair sprouted from the human’s naked body and his features began shifting. His head changed shape, his eyes glowing a brilliant red before they darkened.
A huge Rottweiler stood over Harper, fangs bared as it gave an ominous growl. It had happened so quickly that Harper hadn’t had a chance to recover.
Just as the Rottweiler went for Harper’s throat, Richmond cast a net of power over the beast. The massive dog yelped and tumbled onto its side as the witch yanked it away from Harper, who scrambled to his feet, an expression of relief on his thin face. The net sizzled and the smell of burning dog hair carried on the air.
The dog yelped as it struggled to get up but its paws were tangled in the magic netting. It whined as the magic burned him. Harper drew a knife from his pocket, his face red with fury that the animal had almost killed him.
William made a sign for Harper to put away the knife and stay where he was then walked to where the animal lay and looked down at it. The Rottweiler snarled but froze when William raised his hand.
“You will be obedient to me or you will die.” William’s voice was cold and filled with death as he stared down the Rottweiler.
Slowly the fury faded from the animal’s eyes to be replaced by fear as it shifted back into its human form. And then Rick was cowering inside the net of magic, red marks lining his naked body where the net had burned his skin.
William nodded to Richmond who released his hold on Rick, drawing his magic back.
“Stand,” William commanded the human.
Rick visibly trembled as he got to his feet, his skin slashed with red as if he’d been whipped.
“How do you feel?” William paced around the human.
Rick hesitated. “Good.” The human sounded surprised as he stuttered over the word. He looked down at his body as the red marks faded as if they had never been in the first place. He met William’s gaze. “I actually feel great. Like I have so much energy I could run for miles. Like I could fuck a dozen women in one night. Like I’m powerful. I’ve never felt this damn good in my life.”
“Excellent.” William studied the human whose erection made it clear just how excited he was. “Now you will do as I tell you if you wish to ever take the drug again.” He knew his voice sounded cruel as he said the next words. “And if you wish to live.”
The human took a step back and shuddered as if a wave of cold air had brushed his naked flesh. His erection withered. “Yes, sir.”
“Now go with Richmond.” William gestured toward the doorway where Richmond waited to escort the human from the control room to the training center.
William nodded to Harper. “Bring me the next human.”
He recognized Todd when Harper escorted him in. The human was shaking, his eyes red as he approached William.
First and second time users were brought directly to William. Once he felt comfortable with the subject, he allowed the drug to be administered in Samuel’s home in Phoenix. Driving so many users out to Fountain Hills was impractical. Once they’d been managed and William had total control, it was much easier to have Samuel tend to their drug needs from his location.
“I need more.” The man dug into the pocket of his slacks and pulled out a wad of bills.
William gave a nod toward Harper who snatched the cash from Todd and started to count out the money.
When Harper said, “It’s all there,” William gave the human the signal to remove his clothing.
Without hesitation, Todd stripped off his shoes, shirt, slacks, socks, and boxers. The muscular, well-endowed male appeared primed and ready. He willingly climbed into the chair and waited as he was strapped down.
An excited light was in his eyes. It was not an uncommon look for humans hooked on Propara. It was probably the most addictive drug ever created—and it was William’s to control.
Clearly attempting to remain still, Todd watched as Samuel filled the syringe with the drug. This time the bottle had a yellow label indicating the donor had been a werewolf.
Samuel injected Propara into Todd’s vein. Almost instantly, the human’s face contorted as he ground his teeth and sweat broke out on his skin. He managed to hold back screams of pain this time, but it was clearly a monumental effort.
The human’s body eventually relaxed and Harper freed the male who was breathing hard. Todd stumbled from the chair, a glazed look in his eyes that rapidly cleared. He straightened and slowly smiled as he flexed his muscles that seemed even larger than before.
“Damn but that shit is good.” Todd lowered himself on all fours and shifted into wolf form.
The human paused a moment to howl, the sound echoing through the control room. He padded to where Carson waited to take him to the control room. Once the humans grew accustomed to the drug and were trained, they became quite docile and obedient when required.
William nodded to Harper to bring the next human in.


Chapter 8
The night was dark, moonlight obliterated by heavy clouds, unusual for the Phoenix area. With his shifter sight, Alec had no problem seeing the Deer Valley warehouse from across the street. All of the Enforcers had enhanced sight—it was part of the job requirement. Only the best of the best were Enforcers.
And then there was Loni. He glanced at her as she looked through night vision goggles. He had wanted to leave her behind, concerned that something might happen to her, but Selena had insisted that Loni go along.
Loni’s light brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail that swung when she looked at Alec. She did look hot in the black leather that Petra had outfitted her in. “What are we looking for?” she whispered.
“Don’t worry about that.” Alec kept his voice low as he studied the warehouse. “Just make sure you stay close to me. I will protect you.”
“What Selena told you about me having some kind of paranormal talent makes no sense.” She turned her attention to the warehouse. “How can I help?”
Earlier, before leaving for the warehouse, he had gone over specifics for the operation, including the location, layout, and other details that would be important for tonight. The op was well planned and well organized, and they’d planned for every possible variance they could, but something could always go wrong.
He frowned at the quietness of the night, touched his finger to his earpiece, and spoke into the communicator. “Anyone else see any activity?”
“Zero,” Jazz said from her position and the others responded in the negative as well.
“I’m going in.” Alec shifted his position. “Either our intelligence is wrong or something’s not right. Team one—Petra, Rider, and Lyle, I want you to go in through the exits you’re watching if they’re clear. The rest of you stay put and cover our backs.”
“You’ve got it,” Strike said in his low drawl. “Just kicking back and enjoying the view.”
Dani, who was in her wolf form gave a low growl. The only time she could be out of her wheelchair was as a werewolf. She couldn’t wear an earpiece but her hearing and senses were so acute that she didn’t need to.
“Let’s go, team.” Alec glanced at Loni, hesitated, then drew his dagger from its sheath and extended it to her, hilt first. “Just in case.”
She reached for it and wrapped her fingers around the grip, even as she frowned.
“Stay close to me.” He moved forward through the night toward the warehouse.
From behind him, he heard her say, “You were right. I did say that I wanted adventure.”
Damn but he didn’t like the idea of her going in with him—she could get hurt. If Selena hadn’t… He gritted his teeth.
Loni stayed with him as he slipped through the night. It surprised him that she was actually silent as she followed, as if she were an Enforcer. Of course that meant nothing, just that she knew how to be quiet.
The fact that Loni was with him was a distraction he truly couldn’t afford. He had to trust that Selena was right and that Loni would be okay.
When he reached the door to the left of the huge closed bays, he paused to listen. Silence.
He drew his sword then grasped the doorknob and it turned easily in his hand. “Going in,” he said in a low voice into his earpiece.
The feeling that something was wrong was stronger than ever. When he opened the door, the smell of death hit him. He felt Loni tense behind him but she didn’t make a sound.
His heart rate kicked up a notch as he eased forward. The warehouse was dark. The room he’d entered was an office and he slipped past the chairs in front of a desk and on past a file cabinet to an open door at the other end.
The smell of death grew stronger as he advanced through the office. He pressed up against the wall beside the door. Next to him was a panel for the lights. Loni moved beside him, her back to the wall. He peered through the entrance. Clear.
He slipped around the door and into the warehouse and got a good view of a clear space amongst heavy machinery.
Bodies were scattered across the huge bays.
“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” came Petra’s voice over the earpiece.
“Afraid so.” He sucked in his breath. “Check your areas for company. When it’s clear, I’ve got the lights.”
He looked over his shoulder. She was right behind him, still holding the dagger in one hand.
“Throw the lights when I tell you,” he said. “Make sure you take off your night vision goggles.”
She nodded and gave him a thumbs up.
When he’d cleared his area and heard back from the other Enforcers, he said, “Now, Loni.”
Lights blared and he narrowed his gaze for a couple of moments as his eyes adjusted to the brightness. He counted nine bodies. He touched his earpiece. “Team two, we’ve got a mess in here. Maintain position until we get reinforcements.”
Petra frowned as she appeared out from behind a forklift. “No drug deal, but we’ve got dead paranorms.”
“Damn.” Alec sheathed his sword and took the dagger that Loni extended to him and slipped it into its sheath, too. “What happened here?”
Rider knelt beside one of the dead paranorms and adjusted the head so that they could see the hole in the skull, the same hole found in every dead paranorm over the past two months. It was a clean hole, no blood, like it had been drilled into and cauterized.
He glanced at Loni and saw her face, pale in the bright light of the warehouse. “You okay?” he asked.
She pursed her lips in a tight line before she said, “It’s the first time I’ve seen anyone dead. Much less nine people.”
He wanted to comfort her but he said instead, “Are you going to be all right?”
She nodded and he turned back to the dead paranorm at his feet. He crouched beside the body and checked the skull. “It’s the same here.” He shook his head. “Hole exactly like the others.”
“What the hell is going on?” Erick growled as he and Rider checked the other bodies.
“Wish I knew.” Petra shook her head.
“Petra, you call the task force,” Alec drew his cell phone from its holster on his weapons belt. “I’ve got Max.”
“On it.” She took her own phone from her weapons belt and pressed a speed dial number.
“What you got?” Max’s good ol’ boy voice came over the line. Many a paranorm had underestimated the Chief Enforcer but that was a mistake Alec had never made. Max was one of the sharpest paranorms Alec had ever met.
He explained the situation to Max. “I’ll give Devora a shout,” Max said, talking about the chief of the other team of Phoenix Enforcers. “She’ll want to see this. You should expect her.”
“Faster than I can blink, I’m sure,” Alec said as he disconnected the call.
Not two minutes later the air shimmered a few feet from him and Devora appeared. She wore a floor-length sparkling silver evening dress and carried a matching purse. Her long silver hair was arranged in a twist on top of her head, showing her elegant neck. Diamonds glittered at her ears, throat, and wrists.
The beautiful paranorm female swept her gaze over the bodies then looked at Alec, her green eyes sharp. “What do you know about this, Page?” she asked Alec without any greeting. One tough female, Devora didn’t mess around with preliminaries when on the job.
“Our intelligence indicated that Dawson was supposed to be here tonight and a drug deal going down.” Alec gestured toward the bodies. “This is what we found instead.”
Devora’s gaze rested on Loni. “Who’s this human?”
“Loni Stanfield.” Alec felt a nudge of irritation at Devora’s abruptness. “Selena sent her.”
Devora studied Loni then turned her attention back to Alec. “Has the task force been notified?”
“At the same time I contacted Max.” Sirens sounded in the distance. Task force sirens had a different sound than those used by human emergency vehicles. “Sounds like they’re almost here.”
Devora nodded. “I need to change my clothing. Don’t let anyone touch a thing.”
Alec saluted as she shimmered and he saw the faint outline of a frown before she was gone.
“Who was that?” Loni stepped close to him. “And what’s this all about? What happened to these poor people?”
“They’re all paranorms.” Alec frowned. “Scenes like this have been discovered several times now. Devora’s team has been on it, too, so we bring her in when we run across dead paranorms and Max visits any scenes they find. However, neither team has discovered why the paranorms have been murdered and why holes have been drilled into their skulls.” His gaze moved to the dead paranorm closest to him. “The only thing we’ve learned is that the pituitary gland has been removed.”
Her brows knitted together. “The pituitary gland?”
He nodded. “A human pituitary gland is about the size of a pea and consists of two segments. A paranorm pituitary is slightly larger than a human’s and has three segments.”
She tilted her head slightly. “Why is a paranorm’s different?”
“Our researchers believe it has something to do with paranormal talents,” Alec said. “At least in part.”
“That’s odd.” She frowned. “And you have no idea who’s behind this?”
“Every scene that’s been discovered has been like this one.” Anger grew hot in his belly. “Dead paranorms with no clues left behind.”
The task force arrived and Devora returned. During the exhaustive investigation, Alec pulled out part of his team because the city still needed protection. Most of them were not required to assist once the task force had arrived and had taken over.
His phone vibrated as he walked out into the night with Loni at his side. The other members of his team had already left to patrol. He checked the display. Max.
Alec unholstered his phone and answered, “Page here.”
“We’ve got a big problem.” Max said. “Y’all need to head on over there and see what in the hell is going on.” He gave directions to the scene, which was only two blocks over.
“Got it.” Alec holstered his phone and turned to Lyle who was standing next to him. His arm bumped Lyle’s and he felt his powers shift. “Looks like we’ve got some out of control paranorms or some humans who have developed paranorm powers and are causing havoc. I want you to take charge here.”
Lyle gave a nod. “You’ve got it.”
Alec grabbed Loni by her hand, and started in the direction of the disturbance.


Chapter 9
“There’s a problem,” Alec told Loni. “According to Max, there are paranorms gone rogue or humans suddenly in possession of paranorm powers. See if you can keep up.”
Normally he would have used his natural speed to arrive faster, but he had to keep Loni close. He ran slower than normal and Loni managed to keep up with him. He increased his speed and she didn’t fall behind, which surprised him.
He heard the humans even before he reached their location. He stopped at the corner of the street, the sounds of small explosions and flashes of colored lights telling him he was where he needed to be. He peered around the corner and saw the humans or paranorms grinning as they used their paranorm powers to cause destruction.
“I need you to stay within sight of me, but off their radar,” he said over his shoulder to Loni. “Stand in a doorway or the stairwell a few doors down.”
She nodded.
Alec took a moment to assess the situation. A short, blond male was throwing fireballs and causing garbage barrels, meters, neon signs, and light fixtures to explode up and down the street. Another human had shifted into a lion and was currently chasing a cat that barely escaped the lion’s claws.
Alec called Petra—he would need her witch talents and she could get here the fastest of all of the Enforcers on his team. A few moments later, Petra appeared beside him, much like Devora had done at the warehouse. As a witch, Petra could travel by invoking a spell. It was different for Devora, but Alec wasn’t sure exactly why or how.
“Nasty.” Petra pretended to roll up sleeves even though she was wearing a leather corset for a top with inch-wide straps over each shoulder holding it in place. “Ready?”
He nodded. They rounded the corner and the males continued to laugh and shout and destroy their surroundings. There was no crowd, as most humans couldn’t see paranormal powers much less paranorms. However they could see the things being blown up and hear it when they did. Likely they would believe that troublemakers were destroying property but would stay clear after calling 9-1-1 to avoid getting in the middle of it.
Of course Max would have taken care of the 9-1-1 calls. The only emergency vehicles would be the task force, which would arrive in time to clean up. The Enforcers were in essence the paranorm police.
“Stop.” Alec’s voice rang out as he held his hands loose at his sides and the two males came to a halt and looked at him in surprise. “Return to your human form,” he told the lion, “And both of you put your hands up.” Alec didn’t expect the males to obey and they didn’t disappoint.
The lion charged and the other male flung a fireball in their direction. Petra went after the male who was using magic and raised a shield just in time for the fireball to hit it. Her shield absorbed the magic, making the shield stronger.
Alec focused on the lion. The last paranorm he had touched had been Rider, meaning he now had Rider’s shifter powers. Alec chose a tiger form as the best bet to bring down another big cat. The faster he shifted, the more it hurt, but he didn’t have time to waste. His clothing and weapons vanished as orange and white fur replaced it. When Alec finished shifting, the lion came to a stop a few feet in front of him. They slowly paced each other.
To his left, Petra was moving forward but remained behind her shield that glittered every time one of the male’s fireballs slammed into it. Nothing the male did had an impact on Petra and Alec saw growing concern on the male’s face.
The fact that he was so ineffective against Petra told Alec that they were probably dealing with humans.
The lion roared and Alec focused fully on the beast. Its fangs flashed in the glow from the streetlight. The lion telegraphed its next move by the way it bunched its muscles right before leaping at Alec. The way he was able to read the lion made him fairly certain that this, too, was a human.
He dodged the lion then whirled around and raked his claws down the lion’s shoulder. It screamed and lunged for Alec but he easily dodged the attack. He could have gone for the lion’s jugular but if this was a human different rules applied to the situation. Alec had to subdue the human and have him taken in to task force headquarters to be interrogated once his powers had left his system. Once they had answers, the human would then be reprogrammed.
The lion leapt for him again with a roar of fury. Alec twisted, feeling the brush of claws as he slipped away from the attack. He turned and seized the lion by its throat and took it down, careful not to pierce the jugular. The lion tried to claw at Alec, but his grip was firm and he used the combination of a dangerous hold and his superior tiger body weight to pin the lion down.
Slowly, Petra had backed the human torch into a corner with her shield. His exhaustion was clear and his ability to use magic was weakening.
Petra dropped her shield at the same time she extended her forefinger. A bolt of power shot from her fingertip. The power slammed into the human, throwing him up against a building and pinning him there. The human cried out with the impact and then with frustration, when he couldn’t break free. Petra brought up her other hand and using both of her hands she formed a bubble and surrounded the human with it, trapping him.
Alec caught movement near the location where Loni had been. Another human high on the drug. And this one was headed right for Loni who was backed up against a door.
The male shifted into a wolf faster than Alec would have thought possible for a human—if the male was indeed a human. It was difficult to determine until he had a chance to better study the beast.
The wolf bolted for Loni and Alec’s heart slammed in his chest. He started to bound away from the lion to go after the wolf. It would set the lion free, but Alec had to save Loni.
Before he could move, the lion took advantage of Alec’s distraction, twisted beneath him and sank his fangs into Alec’s shoulder. Pain ripped through Alec. He swiped his claws across the lion’s muzzle, trying to see Loni at the same time he was fighting the lion.
From his side vision he saw the wolf leap for Loni—but she wasn’t there anymore. She was standing on the other side of the street. The wolf went after her. A blur and then Loni was back across the street again.
Alec didn’t know what was happening but Loni seemed to be safe for the moment. He and the lion rolled over and over in the street as teeth gnashed and claws ripped into flesh. More pain seared Alec’s body and blood trickled down his fur and the lion’s, too.
He caught another glimpse of the wolf that was still trying to stalk Loni who became a blur once again and was gone.
Alec concentrated on finishing off the lion, trying to do it without killing the human. He twisted midair and slammed his body down on the lion.
“Alec.” Petra’s voice from behind him. “I’m ready.”
All yours, came out as a roar as he spun away from the lion and Petra cast a bubble of power around the beast, trapping him.
Alec turned his attention to the wolf that was still trying to get to Loni. Alec bounded toward the wolf and roared as he batted the creature across the street with one huge paw. The wolf yelped, looked at Alec the tiger, turned tail, and ran.
Almost irrational anger burned through Alec at the thought of the wolf possibly having harmed Loni. He reached the wolf, pounced on him, and drove him to the asphalt. The wolf yelped and Alec raised his great paw, ready to rake his claws across the wolf’s face.
Petra must have sensed his rage because she screamed at him. “Stop, Alec. He didn’t hurt Loni. Let me at him now.”
Alec roared, his paw still raised, claws extended.
“Don’t,” came Loni’s voice from behind him. “I’m all right.”
Alec lowered his paw and eased off the wolf, slowly backed up. The wolf didn’t get up and Alec had the feeling he’d injured the creature pretty badly. If the wolf could shift back into a human, he’d likely be okay. The paranorm healing process was accelerated during a transformation.
As Petra put a bubble around the wolf, Alec shifted back into his human form. His stinging injuries faded.
He rose and went to Loni and took her by the shoulders. He was surprised his heart was still beating fast, as if he was still afraid for her. “Are you all right?”
Sirens sounded in the vicinity as she nodded. “Just a little freaked out by everything.”
“Did you see how she moved?” Petra walked up to them. “Or rather did you not see her move when she did?”
Alec rested one hand on the hilt of his sword. “How did you do that, Loni?”
“I have no idea.” She looked entirely puzzled. “All I did was run away from the wolf and everything around me went still as if in slow motion. The moment I arrived at the place I’d been running to, everything went back to normal.”
“Selena’s right.” Petra’s lips twisted into a smile. “I think Loni is going to prove very useful.”


Chapter 10
An adrenaline high kept Loni pumped up even as she and Alec reached his place.
“I’m so wound up.” She pushed her ponytail over her shoulder once the door closed behind them. “I can’t begin to explain what it felt like as time seemed to almost stop like that.”
“You were amazing.” He smiled and took her hand and led her to the living room and came to a stop on a large rug in front of the fireplace. He gestured toward it and to her surprise, a blaze immediately started, the heat warming her bare arms.
He turned her to face him and grasped her by her shoulders with his big hands. “I was so worried about you.”
“I was worried, too.” She shook her head as she remembered the deadly look in the wolf’s eyes as he’d come after her. “I don’t think anyone was more surprised than me when everything came to a near halt like it did. It was slow, slow, slow motion.”
He rubbed up and down her bare shoulders and they both went still when their eyes met. His gaze locked with hers and she found herself staring at his mouth. He had firm lips and she wanted to feel them against hers.
Her heart beat faster as he lowered his head. His breath feathered over her lips and she caught her breath as she waited for him to kiss her.
And then his lips were against hers. His tongue slipped into her mouth and she tasted his pure masculinity. He smelled of sweat and testosterone and night air. His kiss was more powerful than last night, filled with desire and need that showed he was having a hard time reining himself in.
She didn’t want him to hold back. She moved so that there was no space between them, wanting to feel his hard body against hers. It didn’t matter that she barely knew him. Reading about him made her feel like she’d known him for years, yet there was so much more she wanted to learn about him.
He cupped her face in his hands as his mouth explored hers. The residual high from the adrenaline rush she’d felt earlier made her feel even hungrier, needier. She slid her hands into his hair, the soft strands slipping through her fingers.
Something vibrated between their bodies. Confused, Loni stepped back, then realized it was his cell phone. “Ignore it,” she said and leaned back into him.
He did just that and kissed her with even more passion. The phone’s vibrations stopped for a few moments, then started again. Alec continued to ignore it until it stopped vibrating.
His kiss was like some kind of magic building between them, zinging through her mind like colored lights and floating through her body like warm sparks. He reached up and pulled her hair out of its ponytail, letting the soft strands fall around her shoulders.
She gave a soft moan against his mouth when he moved his hands to her breasts and squeezed them through the leather top that she wore. She wasn’t wearing a bra beneath the top and the leather rubbed her sensitive nipples.
A not-so-gentle knock sounded at the door, startling her out of her lust-induced haze. He released her shoulders and took a step back.
The knock, louder this time.
“Damn.” Alec shook his head. “Gotta be Max. He was probably the one who called.”
“So fast?” Loni asked. “Whoever it was just called.”
“Unfortunately, he lives right around the corner.”
Loni waited for him in the living room, her pulse elevated from kissing Alec. She scooped up her ponytail holder from off the floor and hurried to pull her hair back and straightened her clothing while she waited for Alec.
What the hell were you thinking? Alec took a deep breath and shook his head as he walked down the hallway to answer the door. He’d probably been about to make a big mistake with Loni. Humans were taboo, damn it.
Even though it had been three years since his relationship with Marie had ended, he still couldn’t get himself to trust women. The scar ran deep and he couldn’t put himself in the position again to fall in love with anyone. Not to mention the people Selena sent to their underworld often vanished with no explanation from her or anyone else.
Alec switched his train of thought. Time to get his head back where it belonged. What’s gone down now? he wondered as he unlocked the front door and pulled it open to find Max on his doorstep as expected.
Max was a tall man with a deep southern accent and had the look of a country boy with a farmer’s tan. He liked his whiskey and his jeans always had a Skoal ring on the right back pocket. A green John Deere cap rested on straw-like blond hair.
He spit a wad of tobacco into the flowerbed beside the front door. “Why the hell didn’t you answer your phone?” the Chief Enforcer asked, his voice gruff.
“What’s going on?” Alec knew that despite Max’s easygoing manner, at this moment something important was happening.
“Those humans you took down—one of them is coherent and talking,” Max said. “I need you at task force headquarters and I need you there fifteen minutes ago.”
“Right away, Chief.” Alec felt a rush of excitement. So far they’d gotten nowhere with the few humans they’d brought in. This could be a huge break in finding out what was happening to allow some humans to have paranormal powers.
“Next time answer your damned phone instead of messing around with the human,” Max said with something between a scowl and an amused expression.
Max turned and his boots clunked down the short flight of stairs as he headed for his illegally parked Big Ass Truck or BAT as Jazz liked to call it. It was a red king-cab truck with dually wheels that should be nearly impossible to park but somehow Max always managed to find a wide enough space.
When Alec walked back into the living room and saw Loni, a sense of disappointment tempered his excitement at the news that one of the humans was giving information.
“Sorry, honey.” He went to Loni and kissed her. “We’ve got to run down to task force headquarters. Looks like we might have a break in the case.”
She smiled. “Well, let’s go then.”
Alec locked up behind them. He turned to Loni. “No matter how fast I go, you can keep up?” he asked.
“I guess so.” She frowned. “I feel pretty normal though, not like I could run and run like I did earlier.”
“Let’s give it a shot.” Alec’s bones shifted as he lowered to all fours, his clothing turning into a gleaming coat of hair as he transformed into a black Lab and stood ready at Loni’s side.
They started jogging side-by-side. He maintained a rapid pace and she kept up with him no matter how fast he went. It wasn’t long before they reached the task force HQ and came to a stop. Loni didn’t seem out of breath at all as they walked in through the back door of the building that was older than any other building in the downtown Phoenix area. Alec shifted back to his human form when they arrived.
The halls and staircases were narrow, not handicapped accessible by any means, but an elevator had been installed with a secret door on the outside and accommodations downstairs made for Dani’s wheelchair.
Loni followed Alec as he jogged down the steep staircase to the task force’s basement HQ. The detention center was in the building next door so the human in question would be in one of the interrogation rooms here.
Max was waiting in the main room that was a lot like a human police headquarters. He nodded to Alec and Loni, and Alec made introductions since Max hadn’t stayed long enough earlier to meet Loni. They fell into step beside Max as he walked down a hallway to the interrogation room where the human was being held.
When they reached a closed door numbered 100 on the frosted glass, Alec held the door open for Max and Loni and then Alec followed them into the room. Max and Loni stood at the back of the room while Alec took the seat in front of the human. The same human who had battled Petra with magic.
The human looked strung out on something that caused him to shake and act jittery. Even his legs were shaking. Magic sizzled from his elbows down his forearms to the cuffs around his wrists that were on top of the wooden table between them.
Wood was always used because it didn’t conduct magical powers the same way that metal did. Metal reacted to magic much like metal reacted to electricity. Wooden objects could still hold and transfer magic, but not with the kinds of dangerous consequences that metal often did.
The prisoner was cuffed with magically treated wristlets, but they still had to have other safeguards in place. The human had dark blond hair and a day’s worth of stubble and his blue eyes looked a little wild.
“Manny, this is Enforcer Page,” Max said as he stood behind Alec. “Enforcer Page, this is Manny Green.”
“Hello, Manny.” Alec put his forearms on the table and leaned forward. “Why don’t you tell me what are you high on?”
The human’s eyes darted around the room, from Alec to Max, to Loni, and back to Alec. “The head dude calls it Propara.” Manny’s voice came out shaky.
What the hell was Propara? Alec didn’t let any expression show on his face. “Tell me about this Propara.”
Manny licked his lips. “It’s fucking amazing, but it scared the hell out of me. After the first time I wanted it so bad I went back again. But not anymore, man. I feel like I sold my soul to the devil.” He shuddered. “The other guys want more so they’re never gonna talk. The dude told them they’d never get another hit if they ever talked about it. Me, I don’t want any more of the shit.”
Alec studied Manny’s eyes. “ What does the drug do?”
“Gives you these wild powers.” The human shook his head. “Or at least it feels like it does. Maybe it is LSD and you just think you can throw fireballs or turn into an animal. I’ve never shot up with LSD, but maybe it’s the same. ” Sparks sizzled along Manny’s arms and he looked down. “I’m still seeing and feeling things. Like now. It’s like electricity is running up and down my arms.”
Let the man think he’s hallucinating, Alec thought. “Who’s the ‘dude’?”
Manny’s lips thinned and for a moment, Alec wondered if the man was going to say anything without a little more convincing, but he finally spoke. “They mostly called him ‘boss’ but I did hear someone call him Dawson.”
Alec’s gut clenched. Dawson. Sonofabitch. He felt Max tense behind him.
“Did you see this Dawson?” Alec asked.
“Yeah.” Manny gave a jittery nod. “Tall, over six feet. Goatee. Scar across one cheek.”
The man had just given them the perfect description of the sorcerer. So he was the one behind the paranormal drug.
Alec questioned the man a while longer, but didn’t get much more out of him. When he finished, he left the room followed by Loni and Max.
“We should have known Dawson was behind these humans and their short term paranormal powers.” Alec sat on the corner of an empty desk in the busy main room. “We knew he was dealing, but not this Propara drug.”
“It would explain a little more why none of the humans would talk.” Max folded his arms across his chest. “The sorcerer would have cast a spell on the humans that won’t allow them to speak about it. Of course Manny wouldn’t know that.”
“Somehow Manny didn’t get a full dose of Dawson’s powers or he’s immune to them.” Alec made a frustrated sound. “This makes it all the more urgent that we get to the sorcerer and bring him in.”
“I’ll give Devora a holler.” Max adjusted his John Deere cap. “You get in contact with your team. Tomorrow night plans need to be made to get the sonofabitch.”
“Right.” Alec nodded. “We’re going to get him. This makes it all the more urgent on top of already being our number one priority.”
Max turned to Loni and gave her an assessing look. “A right pleasure to meet you, Loni.” He shook her hand. “Heard you had an interesting experience when Alec and Petra were taking down the humans.”
“I guess you could call it that.” Loni pushed strands of hair over her ear. “An interesting experience.”
Max adjusted his cap as he looked at Alec. “I’ll be seeing y’all at the bar.”
“You bet.” Alec gave a nod and he and Loni watched as Max left and shut the door firmly behind him.
“Sounds like you got quite the break tonight.” Loni offered Alec a smile as she walked close to him.
“Sure did.” He looped his arm around her shoulders. “Time to head home. We’ll have time enough to deal with this later.”


Chapter 11
When Alec let them into his house there was an awkwardness between them. Loni bit the inside of her lip as they walked from the front door to the stairs leading up to the next level. Before they’d been interrupted, they’d been about to go places Loni hadn’t expected but now wanted.
But now that they’d had a chance to cool off, it felt different. There was still a strong sexual tension between the two of them, but it seemed like Alec was somehow distancing himself.
When they reached the bottom steps, he paused and she could tell he had something he wanted to tell her.
She studied him. “What is it?”
He dragged his hand down his face. “Earlier—I think we almost made a mistake.”
“Why?” She wasn’t going to let him put her off like that. She knew he wanted her as much as she wanted him.
His throat worked as he swallowed. “You’re human and I’m not.”
She frowned. “So?”
With a sigh he said, “It just wouldn’t work.”
“That’s not the only reason.” By the almost imperceptible flinch in his eyes she knew that was true.
“You’re right.” He looked down at his boots then back at her again. “I don’t want to start something we’re not going to finish.”
She put one hand on her hip as she gestured with her other. “We’re adults here, Alec.”
“I know,” he said quietly. “But we both know nothing can come of this.”
“Because I’m human or because you haven’t gotten over what Maria did to you and you’re afraid I might do the same?”
“Both.”
“At least you’re honest.” Heat flushed through her and she turned away. She paused long enough to look over her shoulder to tell him, “Good night,” before she headed up the stairs.
She felt his gaze on her as she left but she didn’t look back. It was stupid to even start to feel like some kind of relationship could develop between them. She’d been feeling so much attraction to him. Reading about him had given her a deeper sense of who he was as a man and the attraction she felt toward him was stronger than she would have expected.
It was strange how she had now accepted this new reality and how she even accepted the magic going on around her—and the magic she had experienced for herself.
This was all too real now not to believe that it was truly happening. She didn’t feel like she was dreaming anymore.
She pushed open the door to the guestroom and started to pass the vanity dresser but caught her reflection in the mirror. Wearing black leather, she looked like the Enforcers. Not really just the leather, but something about the look in her eyes and her appearance made her feel like she could be one of them.
As she watched herself in the mirror, she pulled the ponytail holder off, letting her hair fall around her bare shoulders and thought about the night. She had told Selena she had wanted adventure and adventure was what she was getting. She had shared with Selena that her ideal man was one who had integrity and heart. A man who could be trusted. Ironic that Alec couldn’t bring himself to trust her.
A rap on the doorframe brought her attention around to see Alec standing in the doorway. He looked so good, still wearing black leather and boots, but his weapons belt was gone.
“Can I come in?” he asked.
She nodded. “Yeah.”
He moved toward her and she met him halfway. Her heart beat a little faster at the way he was looking at her and she almost took a step back from the strength of passion and desire in his gaze. It was almost frightening.
Yet at the same time it drew her, it made her want to throw herself into his arms. She held herself back, needing to let him make the first move. He had rejected her earlier. She wasn’t going to be rejected again.
“You’re human, Loni.” He took a step closer so that they were mere fractions apart. He raised his hand and stroked his knuckles along her cheek. “I’ve never been with a human. It’s taboo.”
She searched his gaze. “Why is it taboo?”
“That’s what we’re taught from the time we’re young,” he said. “But the emotions you stir up in me. It’s like…”
“Magic,” she whispered.
“Something like that.” He looked so serious she was almost afraid to breathe, as if that might break the spell they were under.
The moment he kissed her she felt like stars were exploding in her mind. The sensations she’d felt when he’d kissed her earlier seemed more intense, wilder. She didn’t hold back as she returned his kiss. A soft humming sound rose up inside of her until her whole body seemed to thrum with it.
Again it felt like colored lights floated in and out of her body. She could almost see them behind her closed eyes. Then he drew away and she opened her eyes and gasped. Colored lights floated all around them and magic sparkled along their bare arms.
Her lips parted, she met his gaze and saw the lights reflected in his eyes. “What’s happening?”
He shook his head. “It has to be you. This has never happened to me before.”
“Me?” She blinked at him then smiled. “No. I think it’s us.”
He gave her a soft, sexy smile. “All I know is that you are amazing.”
Another kiss had her mind spinning. The sparks along their bare arms tingled and she felt the sensation all the way to her nipples.
They moved closer together as they kissed, his body so tight to hers that it felt as if they might fuse together. She loved the sensation of his leather clothing against hers. It had an erotic feel to it. Her leather top with its thin shoulder straps and skin-tight bodice rubbed against her nipples, making them even more sensitized, as she wrapped her arms around his neck.
The kiss was so long that she felt lightheaded when he drew away. She looked up at him, her lips parted, her heart throbbing in a rapid beat, lights still sparking around them.
“I want you, Loni.” His brown eyes were the color of melted chocolate and they captured her. She saw the passion in them, the desire, the need.
In answer she reached up and kissed him again.
His hands explored her curves, his palms running over the leather, down her waist to her hips. Her skin tingled everywhere he touched. He slid his fingers to her ass and squeezed as he pulled her so tight to him that his erection pressed hard into her belly.
Butterflies rippled through her abdomen as she smiled up at him. He kissed her smile then nipped at her lower lip causing her to moan softly. He ran his hand from her hip back up to her breast. She gasped as he cupped her breast and pinched her nipple through the soft leather.
She arched her back, wanting more than just his touch. He reached behind her and unzipped the leather top, the straps falling off her shoulders and down her arms as he removed it.
A shiver trailed her spine as her breasts were bared and he tossed the leather garment aside. His gaze fixed on her breasts and he cupped them in his hands as if weighing them before bringing his head down and slipping her nipple into his warm mouth and sucking gently, then with more pressure.
It felt so incredible, the magic sizzling between them making her feel even crazier with need. The magic continued to tingle over her skin, making her feel more alive and feel more pleasure than she had ever felt before and she never wanted it to end.
She grasped the hem of his sleeveless leather shirt and he helped her pull it over his head and then they were bare chest to bare chest. She put her hands on his pecs and felt the hardness and his strength as his muscles rippled beneath her palms. They kissed again, hard, almost furious in its intensity. Even the touch of their lips was magic.
He guided her to the edge of the bed and had her sit on it as he removed first one of her boots then the next before slipping off her socks. She loved of the feel of being bared to him from the waist up and loved how he kept looking at her, admiration in his gaze. He toed off each of his own boots and stripped off his socks before bringing her to her feet and taking her in his arms again.
His hands went for the button and zipper on her leather pants and in moments he was pushing them down so that they dropped to her feet, leaving her in just her supple black leather panties that were lined with silk. He tugged them down too, and then she stepped out of her clothing and kicked them aside.
He unbuttoned his own leather pants and then they landed at his feet and he ditched them. He didn’t wear any underwear. His cock jutted out, thick, long, and amazing. She wanted to touch him, taste him, feel him in her mouth. Before he had a chance to do anything else, she was on her knees, his cock brushing her lips.
Alec met Loni’s gaze as she wrapped her hand around his erection and brushed her lips over the head. The fact that it was taboo to be with a human didn’t matter anymore. Nothing mattered but Loni. He had tried to resist but something about her had pulled him to her room. He hadn’t been able to stop himself no matter how hard he had tried.
He had never experienced anything like what was happening with her now. She was a temptress, maybe even a sorceress, with magic that he could never duplicate.
Yet she was human.
His gut tightened as more magic tingled around his erection, wherever her lips touched. He fisted his hands at his sides to keep from thrusting his cock into her mouth and forcing her to take him deep, to the back of her throat now.
Her eyes remained focused on his as she swirled her tongue around the head of his cock and squeezed his balls at the same time, the pressure increasing until it was almost too much to take. Yet the pain had a kind of pleasure to it. He groaned, his whole body tense and waiting for her to go down on him.
She gave a sexy smile around the head of his cock and he gritted his teeth right before she slid him through her parted lips. A growl rose up in him as he felt her hot, wet mouth over his cock and felt the tingle of magic spreading even stronger throughout his body. Slowly she started moving her mouth up and down his length.
He slipped his fingers into her hair and then she gasped as he clenched it tightly in his grip. He slowly started thrusting his hips as he held her in place, controlling her as she sucked his cock. She took him willingly, moaning with clear excitement at giving him pleasure.
Magic like he’d never known before sizzled along his skin. Her hair glittered in the glow from the lights floating around them. Exactly what kind of magic did she have? Whatever it was, it was about to blow his mind.
Sensation gathered in his groin, an incredible feeling that grew and grew in intensity and he gritted his teeth to hold back from climaxing. When he didn’t think he could handle anymore, he grasped her by her hair and pulled her head back so that he could slip his cock from her mouth.
He caught her by her upper arms and drew her to stand and then he kissed her again. Her mouth was soft, her lips moist. She tasted of feminine heat and her scent was like wildflowers and rain.
“You smell so good.” He nipped at her earlobe. “Feel so good.”
She caught her breath as he lowered her to the soft rug at the foot of the bed. When she was all the way down, he propped himself above her and gently brushed hair from her face and looked into her blue eyes. “You are so beautiful.”
Her smile was filled with so much need and desire, the same desire that he felt blazing inside of him like a firestorm. He pressed his lips to hers and they entwined their naked bodies on the rug. She was soft and warm and he couldn’t wait to taste her. Couldn’t wait to be inside of her.
Nothing mattered but her.
Loni had never felt like she would climax just from a kiss, but with the crazy sparks of magic between them she was so close to coming with the lightest of touches.
Alec moved lower and teased her nipple with his tongue and magic sparkled where he had licked her. He drew her nipple into his mouth and sucked, causing her to arch her back as she begged for more. He sucked her other nipple and there was more golden magic dancing on her skin wherever he touched. She slipped her hands into his hair, grasping the soft strands in her fingers. His hands were callused and she loved the contrast of their roughness against her soft skin and the feel of the magic as his hands made trails through it.
He moved lower, his fingers moving over her chest to her abdomen and down to the soft hair between her thighs. Sparks stirred and glittered along the path he made. She was amazed at the beauty of the lights and the tingling sensations running over her skin. Where had it come from? It gave her an unbelievably delicious feeling inside and out.
His lips felt firm as he kissed her abdomen and she shivered as he eased her thighs apart and he pressed his lips to the inside of her thigh, skimming along the sensitive flesh to her other thigh.
Sparks tingled and flashed as he kissed the lips of her sex and her legs trembled as she waited for him. His fingers parted her folds and then his tongue was on her.
Sounds of pleasure escaped her as he licked and sucked her clit, and his tongue made trails up and down her folds. She held her breath, feeling an orgasm coming on but not wanting to climax too soon. He slipped two fingers into her core and began moving them in and out faster and faster, his knuckles hitting her folds as he continued to lick and suck her.
The colored lights of magic flashed brighter in her mind as she climbed higher and higher to the peak. He blew softly against her clit and everything within and out seemed to explode with pleasure as she climaxed.
Unable to hold anything back, she cried out and squeezed his head between her thighs as he continued licking and drawing out her pleasure. When the last shudder from her orgasm passed, he moved up her body and she felt his weight as he pressed himself to her. His full weight was not on her but she loved the feel of his body so snug to hers.
When he rose and stood, she watched him go to his leather pants and he pulled a foil packet out of the pocket. He returned and watched her as he removed the condom and rolled it down his cock.
He knelt between her thighs and positioned his cock at the entrance to her core. Their gazes locked and held as he looked down at her. His jaw tightened and he thrust his cock inside.
She cried out again at the sudden fullness and depth that he reached inside her. It felt like the magic was concentrated now between her thighs and in her womb. He looked down to see his cock moving in and out of her. She stared, too, and somehow watching him take her made it even more thrilling.
Golden sparks glittered between their bodies, dancing on her belly and teasing her nipples. He looked up and she met his gaze again. He fucked her harder and harder and her breathing became rough and perspiration mingled on their skin. She raised her hips up to meet him as he slammed into her and it felt like she could feel him all the way to her belly.
He was an amazing man in so many ways and even as she climbed toward her climax she knew she was falling for him and she was falling for him hard.
Her orgasm ripped through her and she felt lightheaded as her body thrummed and he continued to take her. She vibrated and trembled and the magic warmed her skin.
He gritted his teeth and then growled as he came, almost like the tiger he was when in that animal form. The sound sent pinging sensations throughout, causing her orgasm to carry on and on.
Her core spasmed around his cock as it throbbed inside her. A few more strokes and he stopped and held himself above her. As their gazes met, a droplet of sweat rolled down the side of his face and landed on her chest.
Magic continued to sizzle between them, over every part of her body. It gradually vanished as their orgasms faded away.
His expression was serious as he held her and rolled her onto her side on the rug so that they were facing each other. He kissed her then brought her close so that her head was resting under his chin. He pushed strands of hair from her face. Her body relaxed and her eyelids fluttered closed and she drifted off to sleep.


Chapter 12
William struggled to control himself as a hew vision came to him hard and fast, and he ground his teeth as his muscles shook with the effort. The orange three-dimensional images flared to life in front of him.
He watched as Alec Page and the Enforcer called Petra battled three of William’s human subjects. The human, Loni, was there as well but for some odd reason her form was fuzzy and he barely saw her at all.
However, Page and Petra’s battles with the humans on Propara were only too clear. William had trained the three humans himself, but they were no match for the Enforcers. He wasn’t really surprised. It had been meant as a diversion, a way to separate the Enforcers to make them more vulnerable.
The vision of the battles faded and William found himself looking at a scene in what he knew was the task force’s headquarters.
Manny Green, one of his newest humans, was in a room with Alec Page and Manny began to talk. He somehow broke free of the hold William had over all of his human subjects. William tried to grab onto the string of control that should have existed between him and Manny, but failed.
In the vision, Manny told Page everything he knew about Propara. William’s anger grew as the human continued. Manny would die.
Fortunately, Manny didn’t know how the drug was created, so the Enforcers hadn’t made the connection. Yet.
Eventually they would, it was just a matter of time, but William wanted to forestall that eventuality as long as possible.
Manny told them about Samuel’s place and how they were administered the drug there after being “trained” at Dawson’s.
The vision changed again and he saw Page and Loni alone together in what must have been Page’s home. He watched as Page kissed the human female and began removing her clothing, and then the images vanished.
William stared into nothing for a long moment. He wanted Page, wanted to kill him like he’d killed the male’s father—
But not before he took Page’s ability to mimic…and kept the drug for himself.
And the relationship between the two of them could work in his favor.
Get the woman and the Enforcer would come to him.


Chapter 13
Loni rubbed grit from her eyes and blinked as she tried to focus. She was in the soft bed in Alec’s guestroom. The last thing she remembered was falling asleep in his arms. She looked at the empty pillow beside her. Now she was alone in bed.
The bed coverings fell to her waist, revealing her breasts, as she sat up in bed. Air felt cool on her naked torso and she looked out the window. It was overcast and she wondered if rain was in the forecast for the day.
She slid out of bed and went to her suitcases to find something to wear. Her leather outfit was folded in a neat pile on a chair but Alec’s clothing and his boots were gone. She smiled to herself as she picked out jeans, a blouse, pink panties, and a bra to wear, then went into the bathroom to take a shower.
As the warm water flowed down her body, she thought of last night and how amazing he had been. She’d never had sex like that before and it had blown her mind. Her body felt so good and she could almost feel what it had been like having him inside her.
In the book there hadn’t been any magic when Marie and Alec had sex. From what she’d read it had been good sex, but nothing like what she and Alec had experienced last night… At least not for her. She supposed he might not have felt the same way she had about it. Something told her, though, that it had been good for him, too.
After she’d showered and put on her clean clothes, she walked barefoot down to the kitchen and saw that Alec wasn’t there. Something smelled good, though, and she peeked under a silver domed lid on top of a platter. Beneath it was a plate of muffins—it looked like blueberry, bran, and her favorite, chocolate chip. Her stomach rumbled and she got out a plate and served herself a muffin. She grabbed a glass from a cabinet then brought the milk out of the fridge and poured some before putting the milk back.
It was noon according to the wall clock. What was it? Tuesday? Wednesday? She wondered what Alec had meant when he’d told her that her absence from work had been taken care of. She took her plate and glass to the kitchen nook table and ate her breakfast as she thought about how much her whole world had changed since she’d read the book.
When she’d finished eating and had cleaned up what little mess she’d made, she headed back up the stairs. There were three doors on the second level, one of which was the guestroom. She lightly knocked on the door across the hall from the guestroom and peeked in when there wasn’t an answer.
It was what appeared to be the master bedroom. It was masculine in appearance with heavy furniture made from some kind of dark wood. The colors were black, royal blue, and gold. Considering how neat and clean the rest of his house was—the parts that she’d seen—it wasn’t surprising that his room was the same.
Amazing. A man who cooked, cleaned, and looked as hot as Alec did, was a rare find. From what she’d read as well, he seemed to be a real keeper.
The thought made her smile as she backed out of the bedroom. She tried the third door and opened it to see that it was a workout room filled with weights and exercise equipment including a treadmill and an elliptical machine. So he had to work for his sexy muscles.
Unless he had left the house, he had to be up on the third level, where he’d said his study was. She slid her fingers along the wooden banister as she climbed the stairs. A couple of the stairs squeaked before she reached the top. There was only a single room that took up the length of the floor, and she stood in the doorway and saw Alec.
She had a side view of him, but he didn’t raise his head as he pored over something on a table that tilted at a forty-five degree angle. Even though he didn’t look at her, she had the feeling he was completely aware of her. He wore a white T-shirt and Levis that shaped his backside perfectly. Just seeing him made her body hum and her heart beat a little faster.
The room was magnificent. There was no ceiling and it felt like the room soared up to the rafters. Countless shelves lined the walls, the shelves filled with books and collectibles. Near a desk was a large old wooden telescope set up to point out the window to the stars. An old world globe in a hardwood stand was near a huge mahogany desk with a leather chair behind it.
The table that Alec stood in front of was huge. He had his hands braced on the table and his face a study of concentration.
“Hi,” she said from the doorway.
He glanced up at her. “Come on in.” He didn’t smile and she wondered at what he was apparently so serious about right now.
She walked up to him and saw that he was looking at a map of the Phoenix area. Only it wasn’t an ordinary map. It had things on it that as far as she knew didn’t even exist.
“What is all of this?” she asked as her gaze lingered on it. “A map of the valley?”
“There are paranorm hangouts that can’t be seen by the human eye,” he said. “I know the metro Phoenix area backward and forward—it’s the homes and buildings that we need to study in more detail.”
He touched a building on the map and suddenly the image grew as if it was on a giant computer screen—only it was on paper. Her lips parted in surprise as she studied it. It looked like a three-dimensional blueprint of a house.
“Wow.” She looked at Alec. “How did you do that?”
“These maps are specially created by sorcerers, commissioned by the task force for paranorm law enforcement, and they change as the city changes.” He touched the image and it rotated so that they got a 360-degree view of the house.
“Only paranorms can make the maps come to life like this, so to speak.”
“This is awesome.” She leaned over the map table beside him. “So what is this place?”
“Our next assignment.” He studied the blueprint-like image. “This is the home of the Propara dealer that the human told us about last night.”
She raised her brows. “This is really detailed. How can you have this when you only learned about this guy last night?”
Alec straightened, no longer leaning over the table and he looked at her. “The magic the sorcerers used to make these maps allows details to be called forth as they’re needed.”
She tilted her head to the side. “There wasn’t a map like this at the meeting room before the warehouse operation.”
He reached for the holster at his side and pulled out his cell phone. “That’s because I sent it to everyone ahead of time.”
“Oh…” She nodded in sudden understanding. “That’s why everyone looked at their cell phones as you were talking and knew what you meant when you told each person where he or she needed to be. I thought perhaps you were already familiar with the warehouse.”
“No, it was as new to us as it was to you,” he said as he held up the phone and photographed the map.
She glanced at the map. “Why didn’t you tell me about it then?”
Alec shook his head as he pressed keys on his phone, probably sending out the photograph to his team. “You were still getting used to the idea of paranorms much less introducing you to something like this.”
“True.” She gave him a smile. “Well, you don’t have to hold back on anything with me now.”
She had hoped for a smile from him but he just glanced out of a window. “I have an errand to take care of,” he said as he turned back to face her. “Will you be all right here alone? I can guarantee you’ll be safe.”
Alone? The thought made her stomach flip, but she nodded. “I’ll be fine.”
“Good.” He started out of the room and she followed him down the stairs to the second level and then the first. When he reached the front door he turned back to her. “Don’t try to leave, Loni. You won’t be able to—the locks will only respond to me.”
She frowned as he opened the door. He looked at her one last time before walking out and shutting the door behind him.
Loni stared at the door for a long time. He had never acknowledged their night together in any way. He had acted like it had never happened.
She had the irrational urge to cry and she found herself angry with him. He was the one who had come into her room. Yes, she had wanted him and had made that clear, but he had taken that step that allowed them to spend an amazing night together.
How dare he treat her like this? She swallowed down a lump that had gathered in her throat and shook her head.
No, she was being irrational. It had just been sex, after all. It had just been sex.
* * * * *
That evening, after Alec returned from his errands, he took Loni with him to the next Enforcer meeting.
“Sonofabitch.” Strike put his feet up on the coffee table of the meeting room in the back of the Bar None. Like the rest of the Enforcers, he was outfitted for a busy night. “So Dawson’s been behind this human-paranorm crap that’s been going on.”
Alec crossed his arms over his chest, his mind turning one thing after another as he continued to think over the problem: stopping the sorcerer. “The human we interviewed last night gave us rock-solid information.”
Petra leaned forward and her red hair slid over her bare shoulder. “It makes perfect sense. Dawson has dealt just about every drug imaginable that affects paranorms.”
Dani moved her wheelchair in a little closer to the other Enforcers. “Only this one affects humans.”
“What’s it called?” Lyle asked.
“Propara,” Alec replied.
Rider stood as usual with his shoulder hitched up against the wall. He narrowed his green eyes. “What’s the plan?”
“The human gave us the name and address of one of the sorcerer’s head dealers.” Alec leaned his hip against an overstuffed chair. “I’ve done a preliminary check on this Samuel Rogers and he’s managed to keep under the radar.”
Jazz, who’d been standing near Holden, sat on the couch beside Loni. “We’re going to shake him down?” Jazz asked.
Alec nodded. “From what we’ve gathered from initial surveillance starting late last night, humans and paranorms come and go from the house Samuel owns until the early hours of the morning.”
Petra leaned back on her chair and crossed her legs at her knees. “Is the whole team going in?”
“No.” Alec pointed to Rider, Lyle, Petra, and Loni. “Only those of you who I sent the information to. I sent schematics to your phones along with a sorcerer’s rendering of Samuel’s image. The rest of you will go about your duties as normal and be on call to back us up if necessary.”
“You’re gonna have all the fun?” Strike smirked. “Doesn’t seem fair.”
“Time to get to work,” Alec said. “I want those going with me to Samuel’s to stay a moment. The rest of you can head on out.”
When only the five of them remained, they sat on the couches as Alec spoke. “We’ll wear the earpieces and observe a while before we go in and have a talk with Samuel.”
“And bring him in?” Petra asked.
“Likely,” Alec said. “It all depends on how cooperative he is.”
Loni sat quietly, likely wondering what her part in this would be. He planned for her to stay at his side. He would keep her safe.
Alec went to the wall to the left and put his hand up to a sensor pad. It read his handprint and then the wall opened up from the middle. The divided wall slid open to either side, revealing a host of weapons and combat gear among other things, including earpieces. He handed the three Enforcers and Loni each an earpiece then took one for himself.
Again, like the Enforcers, Loni was wearing black leather from top all the way to supple leather boots that had been procured for her. She looked so damned beautiful.
As their gazes met, his thoughts turned to last night, a monumental mistake. He’d been so stupid to go to her and take her the way he had. A human. He’d taken a human.
Her gaze looked troubled and he wondered if she regretted it, too. Then he had to admit to himself that the way he’d treated her today, avoiding her as much as possible probably had something to do with the way she looked at him—like she’d been betrayed.
Damn. He had to force himself to get his mind on the job. He and Loni would need to talk later and he’d apologize and hope that she’d forgive him.
Hell, he didn’t deserve to be forgiven.
He turned away from her and sensed her feelings that vacillated between confused and angry. Anger was good. He could deal with that. He deserved that.
He faced the others. “This should be pretty straightforward. Once we’ve made sure Samuel is alone, we’ll grab him and take him in.”
“You got it,” Lyle said.
The others nodded and Loni stood by quietly.
Time to roll.


Chapter 14
Raindrops landed on Alec’s face but he ignored them as he eased through the lush backyard to the backside of Samuel Rogers’s house. Lightning cracked the sky and thundered followed close behind.
Flowers lined pathways and a fountain stood in the back, water trickling from one bowl to the next. A slow jazz tune floated from the house, the music smooth and almost as tranquil as the fountain sounded.
Loni kept close behind Alec. She had barely said two words to him since they’d left his home before the meeting at the Bar None. He felt the tension between them but had to put it aside for now.
He peeked in through a gap at the bottom of drawn wooden blinds and saw that he was looking into a kitchen. Someone sat at a table close to the window but the space Alec was staring through was too small to tell who it was.
Alec moved through the rain, up the back stairs, and onto a sun porch. One of the steps squeaked but the jazz playing inside the house would have covered the noise. No sounds came from the other side of the door other than the music.
He reached the backdoor and pressed himself to the wall beside the door. Behind him Loni did the same. She was holding the dagger that he’d given her earlier.
“Everyone in position?” he said as he touched his earpiece and the others respond in the affirmative. He unsheathed his sword and looked over his shoulder at Loni and said, “Stay back. There might be gunfire.”
She nodded but looked at him with a question in her eyes. If there might be gunfire, why would they bring a sword and a dagger to a gunfight?
Alec braced his shoulder against the backdoor, gritted his teeth, and then shouted, “Now!”
He rammed the door with his shoulder, his sword raised. He burst into a huge marble, wood, and tile kitchen. Immediately the blond male scooped a gun off the table and fired. Lead pinged against metal as Alec blocked every shot with his sword.
The male, who was an identical match to the picture of Samuel Rogers, dropped the gun and started to shift into an animal form. Alec had his sword to Samuel’s throat before the paranorm got much past his features beginning to transform.
The other Enforcers made sure the house was clear as Alec handled Samuel. He took the firearm and slipped it into the back of his pants where it would stay out of the drug dealer’s reach. Alec instructed two of his teammates to remain outside while the third covered the front door. Loni stood by the open back door, watching.
“Just stopped by to talk, Samuel.” Alec sheathed his sword and pushed the dealer up against the wall and patted him down. “But now that you’ve shot at an enforcer of the law, we’re going to drag your ass down to task force headquarters.”
The male’s features shifted back into his human form as Alec cuffed his wrists behind his back then forced him onto his knees. They were near a table covered with small vials of liquid and a host of syringes. Someone shut off the jazz.
“Don’t take me in.” Samuel’s voice sounded rough from smoking the type of tobacco paranorms preferred. “He’ll have me killed.”
Alec braced one hand on a chair as he looked down at the shifter. “Who will have you killed?”
Samuel clamped his mouth shut and shook his head.
Alec gave him a grim look. “There’s no way out of this. So you might as well tell me what all of this is.”
“Nothing,” Samuel said. “It’s just a placebo. Makes paranorms think they’re on something.”
“Right.” Alec picked up one of the little glass bottles of clear fluid. The bottles were much like those used in the medical profession where syringes could be inserted through the top and only what was needed would be drawn out. “And the humans that have been seen coming and going from your house?”
Samuel licked his lips. “What humans?”
Alec crouched in front of Samuel so that they were at eye level as he held up one of the bottles. “We’re going to have these tested and then we’ll see exactly what’s in them.”
The dealer gave a nonchalant shrug that wasn’t as casual as he tried to make it appear. “Go ahead. You won’t find anything.”
“We’ll see.” Alec stood, still gripping the bottle in his left hand. “For now we’re going to take you in with us while we wait to find out exactly what it is.”
Genuine fear crossed Samuel’s face. “Don’t,” he said in a harsh whisper. “He’ll kill me if he thinks I talked.”
“Who is ‘he’?” Alec asked again.
A movement at the back door had Alec turning his head. A male with wicked hazel eyes and a mass of dark hair stood where Alec had expected Loni to be.
The male flung a ball of magic at Alec.
Alec unsheathed his sword to block the spellfire but the male was too close and Alec’s sword wasn’t up fast enough.
Magic slammed into Alec, ramming him up against the wall.
Pain seared Alec’s chest and his vision threatened to go black. A witch.
Alec gritted his teeth as he barely managed to regain his footing.
The witch threw another spellball but this time Alec blocked it with his blade, despite the massive pain in his chest and his blurred vision.
Alec blocked a third and a fourth spellball as he heard shouts of the other Enforcers engaged in battle. Damn. How had Dawson’s people managed to get the drop on them?
Something hit the backs of Alec’s knees, and they buckled. Samuel went through his mind as he dropped and realized the dealer had gotten him from behind.
More spellfire hit Alec, this time in his right shoulder, as he went down.
Pain burned through Alec and his vision swam. He slammed face first onto the floor. His sword slipped from his grip as his entire arm went numb.
He started to push himself back to his feet when the witch engulfed Alec’s entire body in spellfire.
This time the pain that gripped Alec’s body was greater than anything he’d ever felt before. He felt like he might rip apart from the inside out. He was vaguely conscious of blood dripping from his nose and leaking from his ears and mouth and running from his eyes like teardrops. His entire body convulsed and he everything started to go black.
Loni’s scream was the last thing he heard.
Fear tore through Loni as she dropped Alec’s dagger. Someone had grabbed her from behind and clamped his hand over her mouth. She smelled something like weeds as dirt filled her mouth as her captor shoved it in. She tried screaming again and almost choked on the dirt.
Her mind raced as terror ripped through her as she saw Alec slumped on the floor, some kind of orange light enveloping his body, the light coming from a man’s hands. Her eyes widened and she tried not to swallow the dirt as the man turned his gaze on her.
“Get her to the car, Harper.” The man gave a menacing smile as he spoke to her captor. “I’ll be taking her to Dawson.”
The fear running rampant through her system magnified as the man spoke. Dawson had tried to kill her just days ago.
And then she saw blood on Alec’s face and neck and the whiteness of his features as he lay silent and still on the kitchen floor. She wanted to scream again but couldn’t.
“You’ve got it, Mr. Richmond,” said the man who had been called Harper. He wheeled her around and marched her down the sun porch stairs to the ground, his hand pinning her wrists behind her back. Rain poured down on them as she stumbled over a body. Tears bit at the backs of her eyes as she looked down and saw that it was a male dressed in leather—an Enforcer.
“Spit,” Harper said in a cruel voice as he moved his hand from her mouth. “Scream again and I’ll shove more in, only this time it’s going down your throat.”
Loni spit out the dirt that had grown damp in her mouth and almost threw up, too. She coughed and sputtered and spit some more dirt out of her mouth right before Mr. Richmond appeared in front of her.
The cruel-eyed man touched her lips with his fingertip. She tried to open her mouth but it felt as though her lips had sealed shut and she couldn’t make more than a muffled sound of fear.
Her whole body shook as the thought flashed through her mind, What if I can never speak again?
Richmond smiled. “Let me see her wrists.”
Her hands were released from behind. The cruel man in front of her grabbed both of her wrists with one hand then raised his other and pointed. Some kind of magic orange rope whipped around her wrists and tied them securely in front of her. The rope sizzled against her skin but didn’t burn. The man gestured toward the front yard.
Harper, who had her by her shoulders from behind, turned her and shoved her in that direction down a garden pathway. She’d never had a chance to see his face but his touch felt creepy, adding to the horror.
Lightning crackled across the sky and it thundered so loud that her ears hurt. Her jaws ached and her mouth still tasted of dirt and felt gritty, and she was forced to swallow some of what was still there.
More men were in the front yard and she heard the sounds of fighting coming from inside the house. She was shoved forward, across the yard and through the front gate, then forced into the back of a sedan with blackout windows.
Her heart thundered and panic made her whole body shake. What was she going to do? How was she going to get herself free?
What would happen to her if she didn’t get away?
Richmond slid into the car beside her and her eyes widened as he smiled at her. He slammed the door shut and the car began to drive.


Chapter 15
“Alec.” A voice called to him, dragging him out of the murk that he was in. He felt a touch on his shoulder as someone rolled him onto his back. “Dammit, wake up.”
Bright light flooded his eyes as he tried to open them and he squeezed them shut again.
“He’s coming around.” He recognized the voice this time. Petra.
He blinked as he looked up at her concerned face. She was dabbing his face with a cloth and he realized she was wiping the blood away.
“Where’s Loni?” His voice was hoarse as he spoke.
“Gone.” Petra’s words ripped through him like a jagged blade. “Dawson’s men took her.”
Alec’s skin went cold. “We need to find her.” He tried to get up but Petra forced him back down.
“We’ll get her. They took her alive so likely they’re not going to kill her.” Petra’s red hair fell over her shoulder as she leaned over him. “You’re not going to be any good if you don’t give it a minute or two to get it back together. The witch’s spellfire really did a number on you. I don’t ever remember seeing this much blood with spellfire before.”
“Dawson may just want to kill Loni himself.” Alec shrugged Petra off as he tried to push himself up. His mind swam for a moment and he lay back down and held his hand to his head as if it would stop the spinning.
“I told you to give it a little time.” Petra took his hand and helped him to a seated position. “But I didn’t really expect you to listen.”
“How is everyone else?” He winced at the sound of his own voice bouncing around in his head.
“I was at the front door and heard one of the sorcerer’s men fighting with Rider in the front yard.” Her green eyes looked troubled. “It gave me enough time to call for backup. Then everything went to hell.”
A feeling of foreboding overcame Alec. “Lyle was supposed to have the back door.”
“We found him.” Petra’s throat worked. “The witch burned him with spellfire and slit his throat.”
“Damn.” Alec rubbed his eyes with his thumb and finger. “Damn.”
He eased to his feet and everything seemed to come back together. “Tell me what happened with Loni.”
“I had just finished killing one of Dawson’s men when I looked out the window and saw Loni being forced into a car,” Petra said. “They took off before I could get out there. No license plate,” she added before he could ask.
He pushed his hand through his hair as he glanced around the kitchen. The drug dealer was dead in the corner, eyes and mouth wide with terror, a burn mark at the center of his forehead.
Alec looked from the body to the table. “Where are all the bottles of the drug?”
“They got every one of them.” Petra shook her head. “Before help arrived and Rider and I were fighting off the sorcerer’s men who came in after us from the front.”
Alec clenched his teeth and his fists then realized something was in his left hand. He raised it and when he opened it one of the bottles was resting on his palm.
“You got one.” Petra smiled. “That’s great.”
He handed it to her. “Make sure it gets to the task force headquarters ASAP.”
“Will do.” She picked up something off of the edge of the counter and handed it to Alec. It was the dagger that he’d given Loni to carry tonight. He took the dagger by the hilt and sheathed it.
Thunder rolled outside and the windowpanes rattled. Alec dragged his hand down his face. Where the hell did the sorcerer’s men take Loni?
* * * * *
Water dripped down Loni’s body onto the seat of the car. She shrank closer to the door and trembled as Richmond raised his finger and she flinched as orange light shot toward her face. She gasped and clenched her eyelids tight as magic ropes, like those around her wrists, started wrapping her head and covered her eyes. She shuddered. The magic made a sizzling sound and felt like actual rope, but at least it didn’t hurt. She still couldn’t talk and she felt like she was wound so tightly she might rip apart.
“Dawson didn’t say how pretty you are.” Richmond’s voice was oily and as he touched her bare arm she tried to shrink farther away from him. “He probably wants you for himself.”
She swallowed hard. No, Richmond was wrong. The sorcerer wanted to kill her personally, of that she was certain. He’d failed before when Alec had rescued her and he was out to finish the job.
“What a shame,” Richmond continued. “If he wasn’t who he is, I’d keep you for myself. I love to see a pretty lady restrained, struggling, and begging. Perhaps Dawson will discard you once he is finished. Maybe later you and I will have a little fun…or at least I will.”
The mere thought of this man touching her in an intimate way made her stomach roil.
Her mind kept turning to Alec and her belly clenched. Was he dead? Her heart hurt so badly at the thought that tears leaked from her eyes. The magic ropes around her eyes sizzled louder, startling her.
All she could do was pray that he was still alive.
It felt like they had driven in circles, as if to make sure she didn’t know how far the place was that they were going to. It had to have been close to an hour before the car slowed and she heard the crunch of gravel beneath tires and the vehicle came to a stop.
The entire way the knot of anxiety in her belly grew tighter and tighter and it seemed like her heart would never stop beating so fast. She prayed that Alec was still alive. The sight of him, so bloody and still wouldn’t leave her mind.
Richmond climbed out of the car and slammed the door shut as she sat there, unable to see, speak, or use her hands.
The door she was sitting next to opened and she felt wet air meet her face as it continued to rain. Someone grabbed her upper arm and helped her out of the car and to her feet and then the person propelled her forward. She stumbled in the gravel, her limbs shaking.
So many thoughts went through her mind that she could barely make sense of them all. If she didn’t get away, she’d be dead soon. But how could she do anything, bound and blindfolded like she was?
The thought kept repeating through her mind, I don’t want to die.
They stepped out of the rain onto what she thought was probably a doorstep. Rain pounded down on the overhang above and dripped from the eaves behind. A doorbell rang from inside—definitely had to be someone’s home. Probably Dawson’s.
She continued shaking. Not from being wet, but from knowing that this would probably be the end of her life unless she could think of some way out of the horrible mess she was in.
A door opened and a waft of cool air came from inside the building. It smelled like someone was baking sugar cookies, of all things.
The hand at her arm dragged her over a threshold and onto wood flooring that thumped beneath her boots.
“The master is expecting you in the drawing room,” a male voice said. “Perhaps you would like to dry off first?”
“I’ll take care of that, Timmons.” Richmond’s voice.
Warmth flooded her body as she felt her hair, skin, and clothing dry. The magic ropes fell away from her eyes and she blinked as she could see again. She looked at Richmond as he raised his finger. She took a step back and flinched when he touched her mouth. Her lips parted and a sound of relief came from her when she could open her mouth again.
“Make sure you don’t speak unless required, or I’ll have to bind your lips again.” He gave her a long, dark look. “Understand?”
She nodded, not about to say a word while Richmond was here.
“This way.” A male’s voice from behind her, the same one who had said that “the master” was expecting them in the drawing room—the one Richmond had called Timmons. She assumed he was the butler and had been talking about the sorcerer.
She turned and faced a thin man with a pale, lined face who was in traditional butler’s clothing. She thought she saw a sympathetic glimmer in Timmons’s eyes as he gave a slight bow and started walking away from her and Richmond who took her by her upper arm. He gripped her tightly as they followed the thin man.
The house they were in was huge with vaulted ceilings and tall shaded windows. Elegant furnishings adorned the rooms they walked through but she didn’t consider them to be feminine. More like things that had been procured by a collector.
Her heart beat faster and faster as they followed the butler and her mouth grew dry.
When they reached a room at the back of the house, the thin man paused in a doorway and announced them. “Mr. Richmond and a guest.”
“Good.” Dawson’s voice came from inside the room and Loni’s belly sickened. The butler moved out of the way and she saw the sorcerer sitting behind a desk, waving them in, a smile on his face.
The sight of the man who had tried to kill her made her knees weak. Memories of how the metal Dumpster had melted came to her and she had the horrible feeling that he could and would do that to her.
“That will be all, Timmons,” Dawson said and the butler gave a bow and retreated. The sorcerer turned to Richmond. “Excellent job.”
Richmond gave a little bow. “I’ve left her wrists tied. The rope will subdue any powers she may have obtained.”
Dawson nodded and gestured toward the pair of chairs in front of the desk he was sitting behind. He stroked his goatee and leaned back in his chair as Richmond forced her to sit. She sat down hard.
“So what is your purpose in all this, Miss Stanfield?” the sorcerer said as he looked at Loni and continued to stroke his goatee. By the way he asked the question, she knew he didn’t expect an answer. “I think perhaps you might come in handy.”
Loni bit the inside of her lip, holding back from begging Dawson to let her go. But she couldn’t hold back the one question that kept pulling at her. “Is Alec dead?” She looked at Richmond accusingly. “Did you kill him?”
“I told you I would seal your mouth if you spoke without permission,” Richmond said. “But Page is still quite alive.”
“Excellent,” the sorcerer said. “That is an important part of the plan.”
“What plan?” she wanted to ask but held it in as Richmond narrowed his eyes at her.
Dawson turned his gaze on Richmond. “Did you get the product?”
“All of it.” Richmond gave a deep nod. “Fifty-two bottles.”
The sorcerer’s expression darkened. “There were fifty-three.”
“That was what we found.” Richmond didn’t sound concerned. “Perhaps Samuel finished a bottle on some of his human clients.”
“Perhaps.” Dawson didn’t look convinced. “You need to make certain that one did not fall into the hands of the Enforcers. If one has been used completely, I want the empty bottle.” Dawson gestured toward the door. “Leave us and have someone take care of it.”
“Of course.” Richmond rose and he gave a slight bow before leaving the room, never looking at Loni.
The sorcerer turned his attention back to her. “Have you come into any powers since you came through that door and into the alleyway the first day we met?”
A wash of cold swept over her skin. She hesitated only a fraction before she shook her head.
“Hmmm.” He studied her. “Are you lying to me?”
She shook her head again. “No.” The word came out clear and almost defiantly.
“I do not believe you.” He touched his goatee, looking thoughtful.
Loni said nothing. She wasn’t sure if it was to her benefit to admit it or not. Would he kill her if he believed that she didn’t have newfound powers? Would he kill her if he believed that she did have them?
“Why did Selena bring you here?” He leaned forward and put his elbows on this desk and steepled his fingers. “Unless it was simply part of her interfering in lives by matchmaking.”
Matchmaking? Loni held back a frown. Was this what it was all about? Her and Alec? The idea didn’t sit well at all. She wasn’t a puppet for Selena to play with, especially when it came to her emotions. Of course Selena had been pulling her strings ever since that day in the bookstore when she’d first met the woman.
“So you are not aware of Selena’s tendency toward manipulating lives in that way?” He laughed. “Do not lie to me about your relations with Page. For I have visioned it.”
The thought of Dawson seeing her and Alec together in a vision turned her stomach, but she couldn’t think of that right now. Instead of answering his question she asked one of her own. “Why did you bring me here?”
He smiled, the same sinister smile that he’d given before he’d tried to kill her that day she’d first stepped into this underworld. “I believe you can be of some use to me now that Page has a particular interest in you. Now that he has developed feelings for you.”
She was about to tell the sorcerer that despite what he may have seen in his vision, Alec had no real interest in her that way, but something made her keep her mouth shut.
“You are very much human.” He leaned back in his chair again. “I am not certain you have come into any kind of paranormal powers. Whatever the case, you will be interesting to experiment on.”
Experiment? She tried not to show any emotion but she knew her eyes had widened slightly with her surprise and another bout of fear. “How are you going to experiment on me?” she asked before she could stop herself.
“It will be quite interesting.” He gave a slow smile that caused a creeping sensation along her spine. He stood. “Come, Miss Stanfield.”
She didn’t want to obey but something compelled her to get up as if she couldn’t help herself. When she stood, he studied her body in a way that made her feel as if he was stripping her bare. The leather halter-top she wore was tight enough and low enough that generous cleavage showed and her midriff was bare. The leather pants fit snugly along her curves.
“I can see what males find attractive in you.” He let his gaze linger on her breasts. “There is something about you…some kind of pull.” His eyes met hers. “Perhaps we can explore that further once we are finished with our little experiment.”
Instead of embarrassing her, she felt her cheeks go hot with anger.
An amused expression crossed his features. “Come,” he said and started toward the doorway.
Again she felt compelled to obey and she followed him out of the drawing room and into the wide hall, her wrists still bound in front of her. He took her through the house and to a set of stairs that led downward. She remained behind him as he descended. When they reached the bottom, they were in a large basement with concrete walls and floors.
At the far end of the room was a chair that looked like a dentist chair but with straps on the armrests and straps for the legs as well.
Her heart beat faster when she saw a small clear bottle and a syringe on a table beside one of the chairs. They were going to shoot her up with a drug, maybe the same one that they’d been using on humans to give them powers.
“Welcome to the control room.” Dawson smiled at her. “It is here where we will experiment on you, Selena’s latest pet.” Loni stopped, refusing to budge when Dawson reached the chair. He scowled and said, “Come here, Miss Stanfield.”
When she didn’t move, he extended his hand and she felt a sudden pull that jerked her toward him. She stumbled and nearly fell as she was dragged forward. She fought against the pull but it was useless. The chair loomed before her and then she was beside it.
“Get in the chair,” the sorcerer said in a cold, hard voice.
She set her jaw and glared at him. He raised his hand again, but this time he backhanded her hard and fast.
Her head snapped to the side and stars sparked in her mind. She felt blood trickling from her nose onto her lip. He placed his hand on her chest and shoved. The backs of her legs hit the chair and she fell into it.
The next thing she knew, she was pinned to the chair by an invisible force. The magic ropes that had bound her wrists together vanished. She had no chance to react as straps magically secured her arms and legs so that she couldn’t move no matter how hard she struggled.
Her heart pounded harder and her throat grew dry. Dawson pulled up a swivel stool positioned at the height of the chair she was in. He dabbed blood from her nose and upper lip with a tissue before he tossed it.
“Propara is a mixture of a drug made from the pituitary gland of a paranorm and an additive that makes a human extremely loyal to me.”
Her eyes widened. “You’ve been the one murdering paranorms and drilling into their skulls?”
“Yes.” The sorcerer smiled. “The drug made from the gland is quite addictive once the human gets a taste of it.” He added, “In addition, the additive that I have put into the drug is designed to make it even more addictive as well as create an unbreakable bond between myself and the human subjects. Like a dog to the person who feeds it and trains it.”
“This version of Propara was created from the pituitary of a paranorm who had the ability to perform telekinesis, telepathy, and was clairvoyant.” He picked up the syringe. “You will be loyal to me regardless of the results of the drug once it is in your system.”
Her breathing grew harsher and faster as he inserted the needle into the bottle and filled the syringe with the drug. She felt light-headed as she watched him. The thought of having a drug inserted into her system was horrifying as was the threat that it would make her loyal to Dawson. The fact that it was made from a murdered paranorm made her beyond sick inside.
“Samuel was useful at administering Propara,” the sorcerer said. “It is unfortunate he had to be killed, but quite necessary.”
Loni swallowed, trying to force down her panic.
“Do not pretend there is no effect from the drug,” he said. “Because I promise you, I will know.”
“Please don’t.” Her voice shook as she begged him. “Please don’t do this.”
“Do not beg, Ms. Stanfield. It is unbecoming of you.” His hands felt cold as he touched her. He focused on her inner elbow and searched until he found a large vein to shoot the drug into.
She bit her lip, wanting to beg him again, but knew it was useless.
Tears leaked from her eyes and rolled down her cheeks. She winced from the pain as he slid the needle into her vein.
The fluid burned as it entered her system and she gritted her teeth to keep from crying out as she watched him inject the drug. She was shaking so badly she wondered if the needle could snap off in her arm.
The burn traveled through her body and her skin started to prickle. She felt something change inside of her. Something so fundamental that she knew she’d never be the same.
Her gaze met Dawson’s and he smiled.


Chapter 16
Disgusted with himself, Alec left the drug dealer’s home, his boots thumping down the front stairs as task force emergency vehicle lights flashed red and blue over the scene. The rain had stopped but clouds still obliterated the moon.
Damn. If Dawson’s men hadn’t gotten to them, Samuel might not be dead and they’d have him at task force headquarters, prying whatever information they could out of him.
He reached the bottom of the stairs and stood on the walkway now lined with trampled flowers and he closed his eyes for a moment. More importantly, Loni wouldn’t be missing and Lyle wouldn’t be dead.
“You doing okay?” Rider came up beside him and Alec opened his eyes.
With his thumb and forefinger, Alec rubbed his temples. “We’ve got to find Loni.”
Rider gave a nod in the direction of the street. “Big Boss is here.”
Alec turned, letting his hand fall away from his temples and watched Max walk through the front gate toward them. When Max reached them he paused to spit tobacco onto the perfectly manicured grass on the side of the walkway.
Max eyed Alec. “What the hell happened here?”
Alec explained what had happened and Max just listened.
“I think we might have a bead on the sorcerer’s location,” Max said when Alec finished.
“Where the hell is he?” A surge of hope shot through Alec. “How did you find him?”
“I’ve had a couple of task force detectives on Dawson’s trail for months now.” Max adjusted his John Deere cap. “They believe that after a lucky break they found his place. It’s in the desert just north of Fountain Hills off of 87. Pretty remote. He lives off grid and has a generator up there.” The Chief Enforcer’s southern accent seemed stronger. “His little compound is gated and locked up pretty damned tight from the information I’ve received.”
“We’ll get in,” Alec said with determination. “Nothing and no one is holding us back or keeping us out. We’ll get Loni and we’ll take out Dawson.”
“Need you to bring in Dawson alive.” Max held up his hand before Alec could protest. “I know he killed your daddy along with a hell of a lot of other paranorms and humans. But he’s got a lot to answer to, and the justice system will make sure he does.”
Heat crawled up Alec’s neck. “You know that’s a bunch of bullshit.” He shook his head. “There’s no bringing Dawson in.”
“That’s the word from the higher-ups.” Max hooked his thumbs in his belt loops. “Of course if he puts up a fight and tries to kill one of my Enforcers, then all bets are off.”
“Understood.” Alec gave a sharp nod. “Now tell me where I can find him and Loni.”
Rider stood beside Alec as Max gave him the details. When the Chief Enforcer walked away, Rider said, “When do we leave?”
Alec shook his head. “I’m going this one alone.”
Rider snorted. “There’s no way in hell that any one of us is going to let you do that.”
“You don’t have a choice.” Alec clenched his hand on the hilt of his sword. “I call the shots.”
“Afraid not this time.” Rider slapped Alec on the shoulder. “Don’t forget I just got directions from Max, same as you. If you try to leave us behind, we’ll just follow.”
Alec looked away then back at Rider. After a moment he said, “A small team is all we’ll take for now to do some recon. We can’t afford to take more than a few Enforcers out of the city at this time and leave the Phoenix area unprotected.”
“I’m sure Petra will want to come along and I’ll grab Erick, too.” Rider nodded toward the house. “I’ll let them know we’re leaving.”
“I’ll bring around my SUV.” Alec put his hand on Rider’s shoulder. “Thank you.”
“We’re in this together,” Rider said. “And don’t you forget it.” He turned and headed back toward the house.
Blue and red flashing lights made patterns on the ground and threw shadows at the night. Alec walked away from the task force team and headed a ways down the street toward where he’d parked his SUV. The air was clean and cool from the rain and a flicker of moonlight made it through a gap in the clouds.
His mind worked over everything that had happened then turned toward making plans for infiltrating what amounted to a fortress according to Max. He reached his SUV, climbed in, and started the big vehicle. The engine roared as he drove it then pulled up in front of the drug dealer’s house.
Rider opened the passenger door and hopped in. “Erick’s riding in Petra’s car. I filled them in and gave them directions.”
Alec nodded, spun the SUV around and headed back towards the highway. Alec flipped on the blue and red strobes that would allow humans to think he was with one of the local police departments as he raced through town. What should have taken him an hour, he made in thirty minutes.
When he was in the vicinity of Dawson’s place, Alec switched off the strobes. It was darker in the desert just out of the Phoenix metro area and they ran the risk of drawing attention if they drove closer to the house. He found a place to park off the dirt road cutoff to the sorcerer’s. The glitter of lights not too far from where they’d parked probably came from his fortress.
Alec and Rider climbed out of the SUV, stepping onto the muddy ground, then opened the back as they waited for Petra and Erick. Alec revealed the secret compartment under the seat and displayed the host of weapons at their disposal. It was likely going to take more than a sword to get to Dawson.
Rider picked up a handgun as Alec holstered a Glock in his weapons belt. He glanced up at the dark clouds that threatened more rain.
Was Loni all right? Had the sorcerer done anything to her? He gritted his teeth. He’d slice Dawson into little pieces if anything happened to her.
The purr of an engine came closer and in moments Petra and Erick pulled up in her Mustang. They parked off the road, beside Alec’s SUV.
“Nice stash, Alec.” Petra came up beside them and looked over Alec’s collection of weapons.
“Help yourself.” Alec stepped back.
Petra nodded. “You bet I will.”
When they were armed and had secured the vehicles, and each had their earpiece in place, they started down the road toward the lights. The earpieces wouldn’t do any good for Erick and Alec when they were in animal form, but when they shifted back into human form they would work.
Erick shifted into a hawk, one of his many forms, and he soared up and toward the house. Rider, a winged marauder, spread his wings and vanished behind his own glamour as he took to the sky to do some recon, too.
Alec gave Petra a nod before he transformed into a wolf form and loped along at the witch’s side as she jogged along the dirt road and then among mesquite bushes and cacti. She would pull a glamour, so that no one could see her, once they were closer.
It didn’t take long to reach Dawson’s fortress. His house blended into the desert and was surrounded by a fence that was difficult to see in the dark. It wasn’t an ordinary fence even though it had the appearance of one. Virtually invisible beams of black light traveled in between the barbed wires of the fence. The beams continued high above the fence line.
“Might as well be a solid wall.” Petra studied the fence and followed the black light beams that went well over her head. Something about it tells me it would be very dangerous to try to transport through this. “But I think I know how to do it another way.”
Alec shifted back into his human form, rising up to stand beside Petra. “Are you certain?” he asked.
“Yes.” She looked at him. “More or less.”
“It’s the less I’m worried about.” He turned his gaze to the fence. “I’m not sure what this could do to you.”
She picked up a dead branch from a mesquite bush that was lying a couple of feet away. “Let’s find out,” she said as she cleaned off twigs and broke the branch in half so that she was left with two sticks of about a foot long each.
An iridescent bubble shimmered around her and the sticks as she moved toward the fence.
Alec almost told her to stop, he didn’t want to take any chances, but Petra was an Enforcer. She knew what she was getting herself into.
She took one stick and reached out with it. The silver shimmer that was around her extended to coat the stick she stretched out. She touched one of the black light beams with it.
The beam made a sizzling sound, but nothing else. She pressed down on the beam and it lowered with the stick to the barbed wire below it. Alec tensed, concerned that the black light beam might have a reaction with the barbed wire, but nothing happened. She pressed down on both the beam and the wire so that there was a gap in the fence.
She then used the other stick to raise the strand of barbed wire and black light beam above the first set. When it was wide enough, she looked at Alec then turned back to the fence and slowly stepped through the opening.
He didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath until she was all the way through. He let it out on a slow exhale. “Hold it open,” he said.
She didn’t move her arms, still holding the wires and beams apart with the sticks, but shook her head. “I can’t extend my magic to you unless I’m touching you.”
“You won’t need to.” Alec focused on shifting into a bobcat. He gritted his teeth as he transformed into the animal. He was large for a bobcat, but smaller than his tiger form. As a bobcat, his tail was short and stubby so he didn’t have to worry about it touching one of the beams.
“All right,” Petra said, holding the wires and beams as far apart as she was able to. “Be careful, please.”
He crouched, eyeing the opening then sprang and easily leapt through it.
This time Petra let out a loud exhale as she carefully lowered the wires and beams. “Thank goodness.” She let the silver shimmer of magic fall away from her and set the sticks beside the fence.
They started forward, through the mesquite trees surrounding the sorcerer’s place and Alec padded beside Petra in his bobcat form.
Rider and Erick had arranged to meet at the south side of Dawson’s house and see what they could learn. Petra and Alec were taking the north. Petra pulled a glamour as they closed in on the house. Only the other Enforcers would be able to see her.
They paused several yards from the house, where the line of mesquite trees ended.
Guards wielding HK submachine guns stood outside the front door on the west side of the house. Cameras were situated around the place.
Petra and Alec eased through the darkness, continuing to the north side. She was invisible to the cameras, but he was not. However, in his bobcat form, he was less likely to be seen.
When they were in a dead zone, outside the range of any cameras, Petra and Alec paused and he shifted back into his human form and settled on one knee. She knelt beside him.
He touched his earpiece. “Rider. Erick. Check in.”
“In place.” Rider’s voice sounded low and cool. “Two guards at the back entrance loaded with hardware and there are a hell of a lot of cameras.”
“Got a couple of guards in the front with HKs,” Alec said. “With this many cameras, Dawson must have a paranoid streak.”
“I’d have to say he’s earned that,” Erick said.
Petra nodded. “No kidding.”
“Now we need to find a way in.” Alec shifted. “Any ideas on your side?”
“When I flew over the rooftop I didn’t see any cameras,” Rider said. “That might be a good location to go in.”
A shriek of pain came from inside the house and Alec’s heart dropped.
Loni.


Chapter 17
“Make it stop.” Loni fought against the straps holding her in the chair as pain ripped through her. Tears flooded her eyes. “Please make it stop!”
Dawson reclined against one of the tables in the room. “You will be fine.”
She’d never be fine again. She felt as though her head was going to explode. As if her whole body was going to tear apart.
And then suddenly her body went limp as the excruciating pain vanished. Her body ached and she felt sore and weak, so weak that she could barely hold her head up.
The sorcerer called over his shoulder. “Richmond. Carter.”
The man who’d taken her from the drug dealer’s house came forward beside another man she had never seen before. They stood at one end of the lab while she was at the opposite side.
“Let’s see what you can do.” Dawson unstrapped the bindings on her arms and legs and she was free. “Now get up.”
She didn’t think she was going to make it, but as she rose she found a new and different strength overtaking her.
He gestured to Richmond and Carter. “The witch and his star apprentice are here to neutralize any powers you will have developed as a result of the drug. There is nothing they can’t handle.”
“Except me,” came a voice from inside her head. “They can’t handle me.”
That was crazy. She had no idea where the thought came from but the feelings that it gave her were strong and sure. Suddenly she felt giddy, yet at peace with what was happening—she had no idea why she was feeling this way.
Like she’d thought, the drug had fundamentally changed her. She just wasn’t sure how—not yet.
The sorcerer studied her. “You now feel a strong desire to please me,” he said with confidence. “The need to do as I tell you to.”
She held back a confused frown. She felt no need to please him or do what he told her, but she said nothing. Did it not affect some humans in that way? Or perhaps it was because she had already developed powers?
“Usually the subject needs something to trigger the powers he or she now has. A catalyst. Spellfire will do for you.” Dawson nodded toward Richmond.
The man that Dawson had called a witch raised a hand and a magic ball sizzled on his palm. Spellfire as Dawson had called it.
She could see the intentions in the witch’s eyes. He wanted to hurt her.
Her heart jumped into her throat and she started to shake. He could kill her if it was anything like the sorcerer’s magic in the alleyway.
The ball of spellfire came rushing at her, and terror ripped through her. Where was the sudden confidence now?
She started to dodge out of the way and everything became motionless—except her.
It was like what had happened in the street when the wolf had tried to chase her while Petra and Alec fought the humans who were on Propara.
Only this time, everything was completely still where before everything had moved in slow motion but her.
As soon as she came to a stop, everything went back to normal speed. The spellfire shot straight past where she was standing, only a few feet away, and exploded against the concrete wall behind her.
Surprise, then anger twisted Richmond’s features. The witch threw another ball and then another and the same thing happened. Time stood still long enough for her to get out of the way.
The sorcerer had said that the drug he had injected her with was from a paranorm who had the ability to use telekinesis. If she remembered correctly, that gave a person the power to move objects with their minds. She had never believed in that…before. Now that her world had been turned upside down, everything had changed.
When Richmond gathered a fourth spellfire, she raised her palm. She focused her thoughts on the ball as he flung it. The ball was only halfway across the room to her when it came to an abrupt stop. She gave a push with her mind and the spellfire shot back toward Richmond.
The witch’s eyes widened in surprise. He raised his arm and a shield made of shimmering orange magic appeared around him, like what Petra had used to protect herself in the battle against the human witch who had been high on Propara. Like Petra’s, this witch’s shield seemed to absorb the power as the spellfire slammed into it.
“Excellent.” Dawson gave her a nod of approval, but she sensed a little concern. Perhaps he’d never seen someone react as quickly as she had, and she was certain he’d never seen a human throw the witch’s own spellfire back at him. That truth had been obvious on the witch’s face when she’d done it.
“Carter.” Dawson nodded to the star apprentice.
Almost faster than she could see, a magic rope whipped out of Carter’s hand.
Everything around her went completely motionless, the magic rope hanging in midair.
She reached up and grabbed the rope. It burned her hand but she ignored the burn and flung the rope back in the witches’ direction. She focused on the rope, imagining it circling the witches. It followed her thoughts, doing her bidding. Manipulating the witch’s rope like she had must be related to the telekinetic power.
Clap. Clap. Clap.
The sound of Dawson clapping shocked her into freezing in place. She looked at him to see his sinister smile as he met her gaze.
Everything suddenly went back to normal speed.
Both the witch and his apprentice cried out as they hit the ground, tangled in a rope of burning magic. For a moment it was chaos and then the apprentice called back his magic and the two of them stumbled to their feet. Clearly stunned, they looked at Loni who now stood just feet from them.
“How did she—?” Carter started to say but the sorcerer’s expression caused him to clamp his mouth shut.
“Very good, Miss Stanfield.” Dawson smiled again, but it was thin, and the scar along his cheek seemed whiter. He was pretending to be amused and pleased.
But how had he seen her when no one else could? Did he have the same ability that she did? Her strange and newfound talent was being enhanced by the drug, of that she was certain.
“Time manipulation and telekinesis,” the sorcerer said. “Excellent. What else do you have? I would enjoy seeing whatever you can do.” He gestured toward Carter and Richmond. “I am sure they would, too.”
A sinking feeling overcame her. She’d just tipped her hand—now Dawson knew what she could do. But did he realize that she felt no loyalty toward him? That she had no desire to please him? She had to keep that from him as long as possible.
“Nothing.” She shook her head. “There’s nothing else I can do.”
The sorcerer moved toward her, almost like he was gliding. When he reached her, he raised his hand and she flinched when he touched her face.
“I can see the appeal males have in you.” He studied her as if trying to figure it out. “There is something about you that draws any male who comes near you, isn’t there.” The last was a statement, not a question.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She thought about her failed relationships and would have laughed if not for the situation she was in.
“I seriously doubt that to be true.” He stroked his fingers over her cheek and down her neck to her throat and to the top of her cleavage.
She shuddered, wanting to slap his hand. Better yet, to punch him. She’d never had the desire to hurt someone like she did at that very moment, like she wanted to hurt Dawson.
He moved his hand away and she gave an inward sigh of relief. But her relief did not last more than a moment.
A man entered the room—it was the creepy man named Harper. “I’m sorry to disturb you, sir, but it’s urgent.”
The sorcerer beckoned him closer and the man whispered in his ear. Dawson drew back and dismissed Harper. “Excellent,” Dawson said to himself.
He turned to Loni. “I have something to attend to and I want to ensure that you are not a problem before I have a chance to fully train you.”
She felt herself grow cold.
He raised his hands and the coldness she’d felt crept over her like ice. Every part of her body froze and she couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. Couldn’t even blink.
He had frozen her somehow. Turned her into a statue. He touched her face again. It felt like her skin was cool marble and his hand was ice. “I have things to attend to and I don’t have the time to spend with you at this moment.”
She was so still that she wasn’t even able to flinch, but a sick sensation settled in her midriff. She was surprised that her organs hadn’t turned to stone and that she could breathe and feel.
“Use this time for a little contemplation.” Dawson settled his hand on her breast and her stomach sickened as he caressed it. “I will be back and we can start where we left off.”


Chapter 18
Loni’s scream made it all the more imperative that they get to her. Not knowing what was happening to her had Alec’s gut tightening and his blood boiling. He felt a sense of urgency, like nothing he’d ever felt before.
“Petra, you remain in this position,” he instructed the witch and she nodded. “Rider,” Alec continued, speaking into his earpiece, “I need you to meet me behind the tallest mesquite tree on the north side.”
“Be right there.”
Alec shifted into a bobcat and slipped through the night to the tree. He took human form again and felt the soft flutter of wings stirring the air a moment before Rider appeared beside him.
“Thanks, brother,” Alec said as he touched Rider’s arm.
Alec felt the shift in his powers immediately. He released Rider and straightened as wings unfolded and stretched out from his back.
“It’s too damned bad that we don’t have a map of Dawson’s place,” Alec said. “We’ll have to do the best we can. We’ll go to the rooftop and find our way in.”
“The only way in that I saw were two chimneys,” Rider said. “But maybe you’ll see something I didn’t.”
It wasn’t the first time Alec had taken form as a winged marauder, and it was one of his favorite paranorm abilities to mimic. They were a rare paranorm that were rarely on the side of good—Rider was one of the exceptions.
Alec spread his wings and vanished from sight as he took to the sky. Only Rider could see him now, and as a marauder, Alec could now see Rider.
Flying was exhilarating normally, but this time he was too concerned about Loni to feel that same thrill. He soared up and over the house, getting a good look at the perimeter and examining the rooftop.
The house had two chimneys but no other way into the home from the rooftop. The second floor windows were all closed, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t get in.
Since they were unable to be seen, they checked the windows, Alec taking the second story and Rider checking out the first floor. As Alec hovered and peered into the windows, he saw nothing of interest. He did notice that the windows were wired with an alarm system and he told Rider over the earpiece so that the marauder wouldn’t try to open one.
When they finished looking into the house, both Alec and Rider lightly touched down in a crouch near each other on the rooftop.
“We need to go to Erick.” Alec glanced at the chimney. “I have an idea.”
Rider nodded and they went to Erick who was still in position. Alec touched Erick and took on his shifter abilities and then Alec transformed into a bat.
“Aw, man.” Rider shook his head and grimaced. “You know I hate bats.”
In response, Alec flapped his wings around Rider’s head then took off for the house again with Rider following.
Alec flew up and over the house and then down into the stone chimney while Rider crouched on the rooftop. The chimney was wide enough to accommodate Alec’s bat wings and he was able to ease down the stones until he came to the cold fireplace. He landed on a fresh log that had been placed on the grate.
He cursed to himself—the screen was closed. There were gaps around the metal accordion screen, but the gaps were not large enough for him to squeeze through in any form. The fireplace was large and roomy for a bat but would be cramped for a particularly large male in human form. Unless a monkey was one of Erick’s animal forms, Alec was going to have to do it the hard way.
Unfortunately, he had to do it the hard way.
He shifted from bat to man, into a crouched position, and had to try to move the grate without making a sound. That proved to be exceptionally difficult and he bumped his head against stone and winced. He continued cursing inwardly as he readjusted his position so that he was at the screen. As he attempted to open it, the screen made a loud scraping sound and his heart pounded.
He paused to listen but heard nothing. After he took a deep breath, he managed to open the screen with minimal noise and found himself in a spacious living room with white carpeting. Damn. He was covered in soot and would make tracks with his boots, so he’d have to pick something smaller, something that wouldn’t be unusual in a house in the desert—like a mouse.
That was the form he disliked. Considering his size in human form, as a mouse he felt cramped and maybe even a little vulnerable. This despite all of the interesting things he could do as a mouse. It also took more concentration to shift into something so small. He closed his eyes and focused and felt himself shrink. It made his head ache and for some reason his teeth ached, too.
When he opened his eyes again, everything loomed large around him. He scampered out of the fireplace and onto the hearth then the carpeting. He looked over his shoulder as he ran for cover beneath a couch and saw that he’d left a little trail of black footprints.
He stayed in mouse form and ran, heading in the direction of the front of the house, searching for the door. He had to run under a table and hide by one of its legs as he watched feet go by and heard voices.
“Are you certain?” he heard the sorcerer say.
“Absolutely,” came a voice Alec wasn’t familiar with.
“Perfect.”
What did Dawson think was perfect? Alec wondered. And what had the bastard done with Loni?
All he could do was pray that she was all right and find her. But first he had to find a way to get his teammates into the house. With determination, he headed toward the front door.
* * * * *
Loni stood alone, a statue in the huge room that the sorcerer had left her in. She had to figure out how to get free.
She had apparently used telekinesis when she stopped Richmond’s spellfire and then again when she’d taken the magic rope and wrapped it around the two witches.
If she could move something again with her mind, what could she move that would help her? She would have frowned if her mouth weren’t as frozen as the rest of her.
Her eyes wouldn’t move so she could only see what was within her line of sight. A table, the chair with all of the straps, the stool Dawson had sat on to administer the drug along with the glass bottle and the syringe. She could see nothing that would help her.
If telekinesis wasn’t an option, what about telepathy? He’d said that it was a possibility that she could have that ability.
She wished she could close her eyes to concentrate better but she had to do it with her eyes frozen wide open. She focused on listening with her mind, hoping to find someone she could communicate with. Someone who could actually help her. The sorcerer had said she would be frozen until he lifted the spell or someone touched her.
Problem was that she had no idea how it worked and how to do it. She tried listening for thoughts and nothing came to her. She tried to concentrate on one person at a time.
Her thoughts strayed from her objective for a moment when Alec came to mind and her heart hurt. Was he all right? Was he even alive?
Despite everything she’d fallen for him and she’d fallen for him hard. Maybe it went all the way back to reading about him. Maybe it was the first time he’d saved her life in that alleyway. Maybe it was the times they sat and talked and she had learned more about him. Or maybe it was even the first time—the only time—they’d made love.
She forced herself to concentrate on the problem at hand. According to Dawson she could develop telepathy and clairvoyance in addition to telekinesis. What if she could use the telepathic powers to contact someone and the telekinetic powers to draw him or her close to her? It was worth a try. She had the feeling that she needed someone who could be susceptible to suggestion.
Who would be most susceptible? Dawson’s staff of servants? He had to have a staff that included a housekeeper, gardener, and whoever else he might employ.
The butler. Timmons. She remembered the sympathy she had seen in his eyes when she’d first been brought to the sorcerer’s place. From the way the butler had looked at her, she’d known that he thought it was wrong that she’d been taken to Dawson against her will. Maybe if she focused on Timmons she could control him into coming to her and touching her.
She pictured the thin man’s pale, lined face. She tried to remember everything about him from his posture to his traditional butler’s garb, to the way he walked. When she had a firm image of him she searched for him with her mind.
Everything remained blank and dark and almost hopeless as she struggled to find him. She concentrated harder. Her head ached at her temples and her eyes and it became more difficult to concentrate.
Thoughts from others started bouncing around in her mind, and she felt a surge of triumph. She could do this. She didn’t know from whom the thoughts came from but they were distracting so she shoved them away. She didn’t know if any one of the owners of those thoughts would help her.
Something told her that the butler would at least come to her. It was a strong and sure feeling and somehow she had no doubts. She kept searching for the butler, having to continuously shove aside the thoughts of others. The thoughts she heard were frenetic—jumbled and chaotic—and she assumed they must be from the humans who had been given the drug. It made her wonder why her own thoughts were so clear.
For a moment she thought she touched Dawson’s mind and she retreated at once. She didn’t want him to have any idea of what she might be capable of, if she indeed had any power with her mind.
The more she searched for the butler, the more frustrated she became. Her body felt rigid in its prison, and the more she searched, the tenser she was.
She found herself becoming more and more mentally exhausted as she tried to locate the butler. Even if she did find him, she didn’t know if it would do any good. It was certainly worth a try, though.
Just as she thought her head would explode, she touched upon someone’s mind as he thought, “The master will harm these paranorms, too.”
It had to be the butler as he had referred to Dawson as the master earlier. Although any of Dawson’s help could call him the master. “I cannot bear to see another paranorm murdered,” continued the thoughts of the person her mind had touched.
She focused on the person and the image of the butler came strong and sure to her mind.
“Timmons,” she called to him. “This is the woman that the master brought in earlier. Can you hear me?”
Silence for a moment. “Yes—yes, I can, miss.”
“I’m in the basement.” She pushed out the thoughts and her head ached even more. “I think Dawson called it his control room.”
“Yes, miss,” Timmons thought. “That is where his control room is.”
The ache in her head made it harder for her to tell him what she needed. “Please come here,” she thought.
She felt his confusion, the question in his mind.
“Please,” she begged him. “Come here.” The last two words she put emphasis on, like she was attaching a rope to him and pulling him toward her.
The effort made her mind spin. She tugged harder. “Come here, Timmons.” This time she put a command in her voice instead of begging him to come.
“Miss—” Timmons thoughts began.
Loni felt her world go dark as she tried to cling to what the butler was going to say. Pain exploded in her head and everything went black.


Chapter 19
Alec scampered in mouse form toward the front door and was relieved to see none of Dawson’s men inside the entryway. It would make it easier to get to the men with HKs in front.
He glanced around him then shifted.
A shifter was at his most vulnerable when transforming from one form to the next, unless he or she was incredibly fast. Fortunately, Alec usually didn’t have a problem shifting to a human from animal form. It was transforming from human to animal that usually took him a little longer.
When he was back to himself, he unsheathed his dagger. He would open the door, catch the sorcerer’s men by surprise, and slit their throats.
He gripped the door handle and opened the door.
The men with HKs were turned around, facing the door, their weapons pointed directly at Alec. Behind them were Petra and Erick, each with a gun pointed at their heads by one of Dawson’s men. Rider was nowhere to be seen.
Petra looked apologetic and Erick looked pissed. “They have some kind of chemical spray,” Erick said. “Neutralized our abilities.”
“Shut up.” One of Dawson’s men hit the back of Erick’s head with a gun. Not hard enough to knock him out, just enough to hurt.
A crawling sensation traveled up Alec’s spine.
“Are there anymore of your friends hiding about?” the sorcerer said from behind Alec.
He kept his face expressionless as he turned and looked at the bastard who had kidnapped Loni and who had murdered his father.
“Where’s Loni?” Alec demanded in a low growl. “I want to see her.”
“Isn’t it interesting that you are in such a vulnerable position, yet you are making demands.” Dawson took a step closer to Alec. “Why don’t you answer my question first? Are anymore of your friends outside?”
Alec narrowed his gaze. “No.”
The sorcerer studied him. “I cannot say that I believe you.” He nodded to the man beside him. “Take Mr. Page’s dagger and his weapon’s belt, Harper.”
The man called Harper stepped toward Alec who growled and clenched his fists at his sides.
“Don’t play games, Page.” Dawson sounded annoyed. “If you try anything I will kill your friend the witch first.” He nodded in Petra’s direction. “The shifter will be next.”
Alec ground his teeth and let Harper take his dagger and his weapons belt, leaving him feeling almost naked without them.
“Now.” The sorcerer smiled. “We shall have some fun.”
* * * * *
“Miss?” Timmons’s tentative voice roused Loni and after a moment the blackness melted away and she could see again through her wide staring eyes. “What is wrong with you, miss?”
“Timmons,” she said in her thoughts. “Please touch my hand.”
The butler looked puzzled and uncomfortable. “Touch you?”
“Please,” she said, but she put a command into the word, too.
Timmons looked like he’d never touched a person before and she imagined that outside his family—if he had a family—he probably hadn’t. It wouldn’t have been his place to do so.
“Now,” she projected more firmly.
The butler reached out and touched her hand with the tips of his fingers.
Loni dropped, her body going completely limp. Timmons caught her before she hit the floor. He helped her to sit up and she put a hand to her woozy head. Her eyes were dry from being open for so long and she blinked as a few tears wet her eyes.
“Thank you.” She took a deep breath. “I owe you, possibly my life.”
“No thanks are necessary, miss.” Timmons backed away to a respectable distance.
“Please help me up.” She stretched out her arm and he moved closer again, took her hand, and assisted her in getting to her feet.
Impulsively she hugged the butler and kissed his cheek. His thin, pale face flushed bright red as she stepped back. “You’d better get out of here before Dawson finds out that you’ve helped me.”
“Yes, miss,” he said with a nod.
She thanked Timmons again then jogged to the room’s open door, leaving the butler to follow behind. When she exited and was on the landing, there was a set of steps that went down lower and she wondered where they led. She stepped onto the stairs that led up.
The noise grew louder as she headed up the steps to the main floor. She carefully moved through the house, doing her best to stay out of sight.
The front door opened, the sound loud as it slammed against the wall.
“Timmons!” the sorcerer bellowed. As she pressed herself against a wall she saw the butler speed by her, faster than she imagined he’d ever moved before. “Where are you?”
“I am here, sir.” Timmons slowed to a sedate pace as he started to round the corner so that he didn’t look like he’d been running. “What can I do—” He cleared his throat. “For you and your guests?”
“You are amusing at times, Timmons,” Dawson said dryly. “The witch, Carter, is dead and Richmond is injured and unable to perform his duty. I will require your assistance with some delicate tasks.”
“Yes, sir,” Timmons said.
Loni’s heart raced as she looked for a place to hide. She scrambled under a table that held a vase of flowers, hoping that the sorcerer would not see the flowers move when she bumped a table leg. A white lacy tablecloth hung partway down and didn’t completely hide her. So if Dawson looked in her direction he’d see her.
She held her breath as she watched feet go by. She couldn’t see clearly but she was certain she saw legs encased in black leather and boots in the midst of several people wearing jeans and assorted types of shoes.
Slowly, carefully, she peeked from behind the tablecloth. Her heart clenched when she saw Alec, hands cuffed in magic rope behind his back. Erick and Petra followed.
Loni let the tablecloth settle back in place. Her mind raced—what could she do? There had to be something…
She huddled under the table as the procession walked by, led by Timmons. She watched until they had headed around the corner to the stairs that led down to the basement and below, and then they were gone.
Where was the sorcerer now? She wanted to peek but didn’t dare move until she figured out where he was located. Then she saw another pair of shoes walk by her table. She recognized Dawson’s perfectly pressed black slacks and his polished black dress shoes.
He paused in front of the table and she held her breath. She slowly exhaled as he moved on. He was headed toward the stairs leading down and she knew he would soon discover that she wasn’t where he had left her.
When she couldn’t see him any longer, she crawled out from under the table and scrambled to her feet. She had to get out of here before he discovered she was gone. She hurried to the front door and brushed the door with her fingertips. She closed her eyes and focused on touching the minds of anyone who might be on the other side of the door. In her mind she saw men with guns, guarding the house.
Dawson’s bellow of anger rose up from below. She was certain he knew she was gone.
It’s now or never. She swallowed, yanked open the door, and ran straight between the two guards.
Time stopped for everything around her. The two men didn’t move or speak. One of them had been stopped in mid gesture and his mouth was open.
Loni didn’t pause. She needed to get as far away as possible so that she could figure out what to do next because right now she had no ideas. None whatsoever. Even finding the other Enforcers was an impossibility because she had no idea where she was. She saw a glimpse of city lights and they were so far away.
She ran down the driveway, everything eerily silent and unmoving around her. Even the trees and bushes didn’t move and the clouds above seemed frozen in place.
A closed gate was straight ahead and a guard stood to either side of the gate. Each guard was completely motionless like everyone and everything else. She unlatched the gate and shoved it open. She slipped through the opening then pushed the gate shut behind her.


Chapter 20
Damn. Alec kicked the concrete cell wall, really wanting to punch it instead. He went back to the lone metal door that only had a slot to see through when it was opened and another slot at the bottom of the door, presumably to shove trays of food through. It was dark in the cell, but he still had his keen Enforcer sight.
He tried the door but again a shock like a bolt of electricity traveled through his arm to the rest of his body, causing his limbs to weaken. He stumbled back but kept his footing. He’d had small hope for different results, but he couldn’t give up like some laboratory rat would.
The cell seemed to be soundproof. He would have thought he was alone in Dawson’s dungeon if he hadn’t seen two of his teammates thrown into cells like his own.
He shouted, “Petra. Erick. Can either of you hear me?” The only answer was his own voice echoing off the walls.
“Alec, are you there?” came Petra’s voice, loud and clear in his mind. “I can’t hear anything.”
“I’m here,” he responded. “Are you all right?”
“Yes.” As she answered, he pictured her nodding. “Rider managed to avoid detection, I think.”
“There aren’t a lot of winged marauders,” Alec replied, “and they usually aren’t associated with the right side of the law. So it’s not surprising Dawson’s men didn’t sense him.”
“True,” Petra said. She paused. “Earlier I think I touched Loni’s mind.”
“Is she all right?” Hope surged in Alec’s chest.
Petra paused before answering. “I think she was in trouble, but there was nothing any of us could do.”
“What do you mean?” Anger replaced hope that Loni was okay. “Why didn’t you say something?”
“I didn’t have time.” Petra sounded apologetic. “Dawson’s people sprayed us with that chemical and I lost what little connection I’d had.”
He closed his eyes and rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. “Where is she now?”
“I don’t know,” Petra said in his thoughts. “I’ve tried to touch her mind, but I hear nothing, sense nothing. It’s like she’s not there anymore.”
A sick feeling settled in his gut. What if the sorcerer had killed her?
“We need to get out of here.” Alec heard the frustration and anger in his words as he thought them. “We have to find Loni.”
“Agreed.” Petra gave a mental sigh. “Have any ideas how?”
He kicked the wall again. “No, dammit. Can you talk with Erick and Rider?”
“I will try,” she said. “And then I’ll be back.”
Alec paced the cell, his thoughts churning. He had never felt so empty, never felt so alone as he had when Loni was kidnapped. If he didn’t find her, didn’t save her, he didn’t know what he would do.
She was human and she was taboo, but he didn’t give a damn about that anymore. He’d fallen for her the moment he’d seen her in that alleyway. The more time he spent with her, the more he’d come to care for her.
The more he’d come to love her.
Alec gritted his teeth and fisted his hands at his sides. If anything happened to Loni, he was going to rip Dawson apart, piece-by-piece until there was nothing left of him.
For now he needed to concentrate on getting to Loni and saving her.
Several moments passed before Petra spoke in his mind again. “I can’t reach Rider. He could be hurt, or the walls could be too thick, or he could have left to get reinforcements. I like to think it was the last option.”
“How’s Erick?” Alec asked.
“Just pissed that they caught us.” Petra sounded angry, too. “Sprinklers went off everywhere. They appeared to be sprinklers for watering grass, but they were shooting out a chemical. It went out in such a wide arc that neither of us was able to get away by the time we realized what they were doing. Without our powers we were unable to fight off the number of the sorcerer’s men that came down on us. I lost everything but my telepathic ability.”
“Damn.” Alec shook his head. “We’ll have to hope that Rider wasn’t caught in that shower and that he’s getting us backup. In the meantime, we need to figure out a way out of here.”
Alec looked around his cell. He hadn’t been sprayed so he still had the shifter ability. However it wasn’t possible for him to get small enough to escape through what tiny cracks were around the door. He looked up at the rock ceiling and had an idea.
He went to the cell door and started rattling it. “I need to talk to Dawson.” He rattled it some more. “I want to make a deal with him.”
There was no answer so Alec rattled the door some more. “Come here,” He shouted. “Dawson is going to want to talk with me.”
Alec heard footsteps outside and smiled. He shifted into a bat, flew to the ceiling, and hung upside down as he waited for the door to open.
* * * * *
Loni looked into the dark desert and took a deep breath, coming to a decision on what to do. Instead of trying to find Alec’s friends, she would run back to the house, speeding up time for herself. She would find him and the others and set them free. Along the way her other so-called gifts might come into play.
As far as Alec and she… She’d take things a step and a day at a time.
“Get her.” A voice said from behind.
Before she had a chance to react, big hands clamped her arms and turned her around. Two men had grabbed her and they started to drag her through Dawson’s front gate and back toward his house.
“No.” She screamed and struggled and fought against the two men but they only clamped their hands tighter and one of them laughed.
Panic made her frantic to get away. If she didn’t, what would happen to Alec and the others? She struggled even more and screamed. Tears of frustration and anger rolled down her face. What would happen to her?
The man who had laughed raised his hand and looked like he was about to hit her. The other man shook his head. “Dawson will get pissed if you hurt her, Todd.”
“You’re such a pansy, Rick.” Todd snorted as he yanked Loni forward. “Can’t see why Dawson lets you hang around.”
“Let’s just get her to Dawson.” Rick turned his gaze away from Todd and he tugged on Loni’s arm.
Todd snorted as they dragged her up the driveway and then onto the walk that led to the front door. Two men guarded the door with what looked like high-powered weapons.
Her heart sank as she found herself right back where she started.
The door opened. The sorcerer stood in the entryway, a thunderous expression on his long face. With his goatee and the darkness of his eyes, she almost felt like she was looking at the Devil himself.
“Release her,” he ordered the men. Dawson’s scar seemed to whiten as he spoke.
The moment the men let her go, the sorcerer touched her arm. Again, cold traveled through her from where his fingers touched her skin. Her arms went stiff at her sides and she couldn’t move them.
Sparks flared in his dark eyes as he said, “Come. Now.”
She felt compelled to obey, like she had no choice but to do what he told her.
They walked into the house and the door slammed behind them, and she found herself alone with Dawson. He yanked her head back by her hair and she cried out from the sudden pain. She tried to get away from him, but her arms were still rigid at her sides and he had a tight hold on her hair.
“Now that I have you back, I think I might take you someplace where we can be alone.” He brushed his lips down the column of her throat, causing her to shudder. “Page and his friends are locked up and there is no one who would dare disturb us.”
“No.” Loni was almost surprised that she could talk. “I won’t let you do anything to me.”
The sorcerer looked bored. “I’ve had enough talk.”
He jerked her by her hair and dragged her to the staircase leading back down to the place where he’d injected her, what he’d called his control room. She shuddered and wanted to fight him but she knew it was no use. She was his captive.


Chapter 21
Alec hung upside down in bat form from the rock ceiling and waited as he heard someone’s footsteps outside his cell door. The slot opened and he saw the jailor’s eyes as he looked through. They narrowed as they flicked around the cell, looking for him.
“Mitch,” the jailor said in a low, urgent tone. “Page isn’t in here.”
“I just heard him say he’s willing to do a deal with Dawson.” Presumably “Mitch” responded. “He’s in there.”
“I’m telling you, he’s not.”
“We’d better check,” Mitch said. In a lower voice he added. “He could be trying something, so be careful.”
The cell door’s lock clanked and the door squeaked as it opened. Two males stepped in, both holding HKs. The two bulky men looked around the cell. One had a full head of blond hair and the other was bald.
“Shit.” From the sound of his voice, the blond was Mitch. “You’re right. The sonofabitch isn’t here.”
Alec shifted into human form at the same time he swung down. His boots connected with Mitch’s head, forcing his skull against the stone cell wall with a sickening thud. He slid to the floor, out cold.
At the same time, Alec twisted in the air and landed in a crouch. With one foot, he swept the bald male’s feet out from under him and took his HK.
Baldy started to get up and Alec held the HK to his head. “Move and die.” The male went completely still.
Alec snatched up Mitch’s weapon and then backed up toward the cell door, keeping one HK trained on Baldy. Mitch groaned and stirred. Alec reached the door and stepped out into the corridor, then slammed the cell door shut. Baldy lunged for the door and tried to open it before Alec rammed the lock home.
“Shut up or I will shoot you.” Alec looked through the slot and raised the HK. Baldy snapped his mouth closed.
Alec slid the slot closed and looked down the corridor at the other cells. He ran to the first one and opened the slot. “Petra?” he called out. “Erick?”
He slid the eye slot open and looked into the dark cell and saw that Petra stood a few feet away. He unlocked the door and it creaked as it opened. Petra pushed her long red hair over her shoulders as she stepped out of the cell. Alec went to the next cell, found Erick, and let him out.
“We need to get this crud off of us.” Erick swiped his hand down his face. “I can’t shift.”
“My powers won’t work, either thanks to that spray.” Petra put her hands on her hips. “All I can do is short range telepathy.”
Alec handed one HK to Petra and the other to Erick. “Then you’re probably going to need these.”
“Thanks.” Petra gave a nod as she took the gun. “Now we just need to find where they put our own weapons.”
They hurried to the lone windowless door at the end of the corridor. Alec listened at the door. He heard nothing and slowly opened it, then looked out into a hallway.
“Clear.” He shifted, his body transforming into a wolf as he slipped out through the door. Erick and Petra followed, their weapons at the ready. He loped ahead of them, his superior wolf’s sense of smell telling him that for now they were alone.
Alec’s ears pricked and he came up short as he reached the archway before the set of stairs that would lead them out of the dungeon. By the scent of it, two male paranorms were coming down the stairs. Alec looked over his shoulder at Petra and Erick and they nodded in acknowledgement. Alec eased into the shadows while his fellow Enforcers pressed themselves against the wall, to either side of the open archway.
“Dawson wants Page to watch.” A deep-voiced male laughed. “Then he’s going to finish him off.”
A low growl started to rise up in Alec’s throat but he held it back.
“I hear Page is a mimic,” the other male said as their boot steps grew louder on the stairs. “Think Dawson will keep for himself the drug made from that thing in Page’s brain?”
Alec frowned inwardly. The drug made from something in his brain?
Everything clicked into place. The dead paranorms with holes drilled into their skulls and the pituitary gland removed… A drug that gave humans paranormal powers…
Damn. Why hadn’t they seen that before?
He glanced at Petra and Erick’s faces and saw the same realization in their expressions.
“If Page is a mimic then I’d bet you’re right,” Deep Voice said. “Dawson will keep it for himself.”
“But the drug doesn’t affect paranorms.”
“Yeah, you’re right.” Deep Voice sounded thoughtful. “Or maybe since Dawson is a sorcerer it will work differently with him.”
The males reached the archway. Petra and Erick swung around. Petra took on one male, kicking his weapon from his hands then hitting his throat with a knife-hand strike. The male choked, unable to make any other sounds as Petra grabbed his head and slammed his face into her knee. She twisted his head and snapped his neck.
While Petra took care of the first male, Erick got rid of the second. He grabbed the male around the neck and squeezed, crushing his windpipe as he choked the life from him. He dropped the body to the floor.
They grabbed the males’ weapons including a couple of daggers and knives. When they were finished, Alec headed up the stairs in wolf form. His paws were silent as he went to the floor above the dungeon, his ears swiveling as he took in various sounds coming from outside and inside Dawson’s house.
He reached the landing on the next level. Hair stood up on his back and he gave a low growl as he heard Dawson speaking. Alec sensed Petra and Erick behind him. He didn’t look back as he slipped to the door and carefully looked in.
Dawson with two males, one to either side of him. In wolf form, Alec had a keen sense of smell. By the scent of it, these were humans with paranormal powers.
His heart nearly stopped beating. Loni was strapped to a chair, tears rolling down her face.
Dawson held a drill, the bit close to her head.
“Welcome, Page.” The sorcerer glanced over his shoulder. “You’re just in time.”
Alec growled as he moved into the room.
“Unfortunately, my magic will not remove the pituitary of a paranorm through the skull, but a good old-fashioned human drill will allow me access.” Dawson turned on the drill and it made a whirring sound as he started moving it closer to Loni’s head. “Come any closer,” he said, “and I will use it on her now.”
Alec came to an abrupt stop. His heart beat faster as fear tore through him.
“Return to your human form,” Dawson said, looking bored as he settled his gaze on Alec. “And tell your friends to put down their weapons and slide them to my men.”
Alec shifted and clenched his fists at his sides when he stood in front of the sorcerer. “Let her go, Dawson,” Alec said. “I won’t fight you if you take me instead. I know that you want me and my ability.”
Dawson smiled as he stood, the drill stopped but the bit pressed against Loni’s skull. “Very generous of you, Page. Of course you know that you’re not the only one I’ll have.” He looked past Alec. “After all, Enforcer powers will be more than valuable.”
Alec heard Petra and Erick put down their weapons and they clattered on the concrete floor as they each pushed their gun to a human paranorm. Each male picked up one of the guns and they took their places to either side of Dawson again.
“Just take me.” Alec clenched his teeth. “I know you want my power above all others. If you don’t make this deal with me, you will be sorry.”
The sorcerer laughed. “I do not need to make any deal with you.”
“Don’t worry about me,” Loni said, her voice clear, the tears on her face drying. “Just get out of here before he kills all of you.”
“He’s not going anywhere.” Dawson spoke with smug satisfaction. “You care too much for her, don’t you, Page?”
Loni held her breath in the moment of silence that followed Dawson’s question.
Alec met her gaze. “I love you, Loni,” he said aloud. “I’m sorry…for everything.”
More tears leaked down her cheeks as she read the truth in his eyes and a combination of a thrill and an ache went through her chest. He loved her.
“No.” She couldn’t shake her head because the drill bit was pressed against her temple. “You’re too important. I’m just a human and you’re an Enforcer. This world needs you.”
“Miss Stanfield is far too modest, isn’t she?” Dawson stroked her shoulder with his free hand. “Just a human, did you say?”
Loni winced as he pressed the drill even harder into her skin. It hurt enough to make her eyes water.
It was true that she wasn’t just human any longer. She was something more. Could she try something against Dawson that would help all of them?
The sorcerer continued speaking. “Come here, Page.”
As Alec moved closer, Loni closed her eyes. She concentrated on the drill bit, feeling it as it dug into her skin and pressed against her skull. Nothing happened as she tried to mentally push the drill away.
She needed more confidence in herself to do whatever she could to help them all. She remembered the things she had done earlier. She could do this.
Focusing on the bit, she blocked out all sounds around her. All she heard was the sound of her own breathing and her heart beating. All she felt was the bit pressed into her skull. She gritted her teeth as she pictured the piece of metal and imagined it bending and snapping.
Her body trembled from the effort. She knew she needed to concentrate on it more with her mind and ignore the reaction her body was having.
Dawson was saying something but she blocked it out. Her whole world focused on that single location and the bit, and nothing else.
She felt power rising inside of her. Power that was growing and growing until her entire body felt as if it was on fire and that the straps that bound her might burn to ash.
In her mind she felt the bit grow hot and start to give. It was bending ever so slightly. Dawson was too occupied to notice.
The bit snapped at the base of the drill.
Loni’s eyes flew open as she leaned forward and Dawson made a sound of surprise as his hand slipped. Still feeling as if her body was in flames, she felt the straps give that had bound her body.
She pushed herself up from the chair as Alec leaped for Dawson. She whirled to face the sorcerer as he shot out a wave of red magic at Alec.
Dawson’s magic slammed into Alec and he flew backward. He rolled to his feet and leapt out of the way of another burst of magic.
Petra and Erick each went for one of the males, but then one shifted into a tiger and went after Erick. The other transformed into a lion and began stalking Petra.
Why they weren’t protecting themselves with their own magic? Erick wasn’t shifting and Petra wasn’t using her witch’s powers.
Loni cut her gaze back to Dawson and saw his face red with fury. He pointed one hand at Loni, ready to send a burst of spellfire at her.
She ran. Time came to a standstill for everyone but her and Dawson. Magic crackled like lightning as he shot red streams of it out toward her as she ran toward Alec. She dodged the magic and Dawson swung his attention to Alec who wasn’t moving. Loni pushed Alec out of the way of Dawson’s magic.
The moment she touched Alec, time sped up for him like it had for her and the sorcerer. Dawson had a shocked but furious expression as Alec launched himself at the sorcerer and slammed him to the floor.
With his magic, the sorcerer flung Alec off of him. Alec flew back but landed in a crouch. He held one hand up and squeezed it together as if wringing the sorcerer’s neck. Dawson brought his hands up to his throat as he choked and Loni realized that Alec was mimicking Dawson’s powers. That was why he’d flung himself at the sorcerer—to fight magic with magic.
Dawson raised his hands even as his face purpled. Somehow he found the power to break Alec’s hold on him. The magic the sorcerer sent out was like a red wave that encompassed Alec who suddenly froze.
Loni’s heart raced as she realized that Dawson had trapped Alec in a freezing spell like he had done to her.
The sorcerer raised his hands, rage on his face, and Loni knew he was close to killing Alec. Dawson’s attention was solely on Alec. Just as the sorcerer sent out another wave of magic, Loni stepped between them.
Like she had with the witches, she focused on shielding herself from Dawson’s magic. The wave of red slammed into her shield and rebounded toward Dawson.
The sorcerer was caught off guard and his own magic flattened him to the floor. He looked dazed as he tried to get up.
Loni backed up and touched Alec, freeing him from the freezing spell.
Time sped up and Loni glanced over her shoulder to see Petra and Erick moving again as well as the lion and the tiger that looked ready to pounce.
Dawson gained his footing and held his hands palms up to the ceiling. A storm began to swirl around them and lighting crackled across the enormous control room. Lightning strikes started hitting close.
Alec grabbed Loni to him and shielded them both with a powerful spell. The lightning hit harmlessly around them.
But Petra and Erick were vulnerable, time having returned to normal. The lion and tiger growled and cried out as they were caught up in the storm, too.
With the shield up, Alec grabbed Loni’s hand and they charged the sorcerer who spread his arms wide.
The entire room started to shake and tremble. Fissures appeared in the floor and the walls. Loni stumbled over a crack in the floor and only Alec’s hold kept her from falling.
Chunks of concrete started raining from the ceiling and Loni’s fear for Petra and Erick grew.
“Let go.” Loni jerked her hand from Alec’s and turned around and ran. She broke free of his shield and again time stood still. Lightning strikes were completely frozen and pieces of the ceiling hung in the air.
An enormous chunk of concrete was about to land on Petra and Erick was close to a lightning strike.
Loni stood between them and shielded them all from the danger around them. Time returned to normal and the room returned to its quaking and shaking, debris and lightning coming down. The lion and tiger were each hit by pieces of the ceiling. The lion limped and the tiger looked dazed.
And then Loni’s heart dropped when she saw Alec on his back…the sorcerer ready to fire a spell at him.
Pain slammed into Alec when the sorcerer released a wave of magic as he tried to get up. He cried out as he fell back, pain wracking his body. He tried to get to his feet again, his body covered in sweat, but he couldn’t fight the hold the sorcerer had on him.
Somehow he had to combat the sorcerer’s magic with magic.
His sight blurred a little but he gritted his teeth and managed to get to his knees. Dawson drew back as if to send a stronger burst of magic and Alec tried to bring a shield around himself.
The sorcerer looked to his left and Alec saw that Loni was coming toward them, determination on her features. He wanted to shout for her to stay away but he couldn’t get it out.
Dawson split his focus and his powers between Alec and Loni. The moment he did, Alec shot a spellfire ball at the sorcerer. Dawson started to raise a shield to but Loni reached him first. He couldn’t turn his attention fully on her and not protect himself from Alec.
The drill spun in the air between Loni and the sorcerer and then it shot toward Dawson as if Loni was pushing it with her mind.
Dawson held up his hand to use his magic to stop the impact but it caused him to lose his focus on Alec. The drill spun past his hand to his head and struck his temple. Blood flowed from a gash left by the tool.
Alec leapt to his feet and attacked Dawson before the sorcerer had time to recover. Brilliant flame shot from Alec’s hands and slammed into Dawson’s face.
The sorcerer screamed as his hair caught fire. One side of his face seemed to melt as flesh burned.
Dawson screamed again, twisting in agony.
Alec readied himself to attack the sorcerer again as the fire went out, the fire having left the sorcerer bald and disfigured.
Dawson looked weak but anger colored his face purple. He hunched over and raised his hand as if to throw another spell at Alec, but Alec was ready with more fire.
The sorcerer crumpled.
And vanished.
The room went quiet as the storm and the room’s shaking stopped. Alec and Loni stared at the place where Dawson had been.
“What happened to the sorcerer?” Loni cut her gaze to Alec. “He just disappeared. Did he die?”
“Hopefully he’s dead.” The fire on Alec’s palms vanished. “But it’s possible he has another stronghold and he’s gone there.” Alec looked furious. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he was prepared in case something like this happened.”
“He might be back then.” She rubbed her arms with her hands as she made the statement.
“Damn.” He stepped across the rubble and reached her. “But if he does, we will be prepared to bring him down for good.”
“How are Petra and Erick?” she asked.
“Fine.” Petra’s voice came from behind them and they turned to see her. She looked exhausted and scraped up, but thankfully alive. “Rider and Dani arrived in time to take care of the tiger and lion.” She gestured over her shoulder and they saw that the two human paranorms were in cuffs, no longer in their animal forms. “The other Enforcers are out taking care of the rest of Dawson’s human paranorms that are at this location.”
Alec breathed a sigh of relief that everyone was all right. “No doubt we have our work cut out for us, cleaning up Dawson’s mess.”
Petra nodded. “It’s been a long night. I’ll be glad when it’s over.”
Loni leaned into Alec and he held her to him. “Well, I guess we’d better get started if we ever want to get home.” He looked down at Loni. “And I really want to get home.”
She looked up at him and gave him a tired smile. “The sooner the better.”


Chapter 22
After he shut the door of his townhouse behind them, Alec put his arms around Loni and took her into his embrace. He brought his mouth to hers and she felt the firmness of his lips and the taste of him as his tongue touched hers.
She sighed and wrapped her arms around his neck and the exhaustion of the night faded away. He raised his head and his chocolate eyes met hers.
“What about the taboo against paranorms and humans?” She slipped her hand into his hair and felt the silken strands between her fingers.
“All I know is that I fell in love with a human,” he said softly, “and you’re still here.”
“What do you mean by me still being here?” she asked.
“Don’t worry about it.” He smiled. “All that matters is that you’re here.”
“You really love me?” The thought seemed almost impossible yet incredible and amazing.
He gave a solemn nod and touched her chin with his thumb and forefinger. “I think it happened from the moment I saw you in that alleyway when Dawson was about to attack you. There was something about you that drew me.”
“I fell in love with you when I read about you in that book.” She gave a little grin. “You weren’t real then, but I wished you were.”
He held her to him and rocked her in his arms. He pressed his lips to his hair. “I will be grateful every day of my life for you.”
She breathed deep of his masculine scent as she pressed her face against his chest. “I’m grateful for you, too.” She drew away and looked up at him. “I’m thankful that Selena gave me the book and that it somehow led me to you.”
“Yes. Thank the Powers That Be for that book.” He kissed her again before drawing away then took her hand. “I need a shower. Want to join me?”
“Most definitely.” She squeezed his hand as he clasped hers.
Happiness made her almost giddy as they walked together, up the stairs and to his bedroom. Any exhaustion that had been there was long gone. Just being with him was exhilarating.
When they reached his bedroom, he brought her close and turned her around so that he could unzip her leather top. As it fell to the floor he lightly caressed her shoulders then slid his palms down her arms to her hands. He nuzzled the back of her neck and she shivered from the touch of his lips against her skin.
He held her close and palmed her breasts as his cock pressed into her backside. She leaned her head back, a gasp rising up in her throat as he played with her nipples. He slid one of his hands down her belly and traced his fingertips along the waistband of her leather pants. She sucked in her breath at the erotic feel of his touch.
His palms felt warm on her shoulders as he turned her around to face him. He caught her face in his hands and brought his mouth to hers in a slow and wonderful kiss.
He picked her up by her ass and carried her to the bed and settled her on the mattress. She looked up at him and sighed as he started to remove one of her boots. He was so handsome with his black hair and dark brown eyes. Just the way he looked at her made her feel like he was touching her, everywhere.
The coiled power in him caused her to shiver as he took control. His sleeveless leather shirt allowed her to watch his biceps flex as he took off first one of her boots and then the other, and then he removed her socks as well.
When he returned to her, he unfastened the button of her leather pants and then she braced her arms on the bed and rose up just enough that he could pull them down, leaving her in black panties. He hooked his fingers in her panties and removed them, too, dropping them on the pile he’d made of her clothing.
He took her hands and helped her to her feet and as they kissed, her body felt even more alive as her bare skin rubbed up against the leather he wore. When she drew away from the kiss she guided him to the bed and had him sit so that she could pull off his boots and socks.
When they had been removed, she helped him take off his shirt and then he stood and towered over her as she unbuttoned his pants and pushed them down, along with his boxers. She loved how big his erection was already and she wrapped her hand around it to feel his heat and the length and girth of it.
He took her hand and led her to the bathroom then started the shower. When the water was warm they both stepped under the spray.
She sighed with pleasure as she closed her eyes. “This feels wonderful.” The water beating down on her body felt relaxing and seemed to wash away the remnants of the battle with the sorcerer. She opened her eyes to see Alec studying her, and he gave a sexy smile when their gazes met.
He grabbed a bottle of shampoo and poured some on his palm before rubbing it into her hair. He turned her around and began lathering her hair and she closed her eyes again, enjoying the feel of his fingers as he massaged her scalp.
The entire time he washed her hair she was conscious of his erection pressed into her backside. She ached for him between her thighs. Every touch of his hands, every brush of his cock had her wanting him more.
When he finished washing her hair, he rinsed out the shampoo and it ran in rivulets down her body. He kissed her hard as soap sprayed their faces.
They parted and he took a bath sponge and poured bathing gel on it then started soaping her body with it. Her breath caught as he washed her breasts, his fingers touching and lingering on her nipples. He moved the sponge lower, soaping her belly as he made his way down between her thighs.
He continued, lowering himself on one knee to wash her thighs, knees, and calves. She swallowed hard as he moved the sponge up and then soaped the patch of hair at the V of her thighs.
She wanted him to slide his fingers into her wetness, but he turned her around and washed her from her ankles, up her rounded ass cheeks, to her back and on to her neck, making a slow, erotic path as he went up her backside.
When he finished he turned her around and kissed her again. They drew apart and she said, “I get to wash you now.” He gave her a sexy smile and handed her the shampoo.
He had to bend down in order for her to reach his head and shampoo his hair. She enjoyed the feel of the lather in her hands as she massaged his scalp. Once she finished rinsing the shampoo from his hair, it was her turn to wash his body and tease him the way he’d done to her.
His muscles felt firm beneath her palms and she loved the contrast between her softness and the hardness of his body. She enjoyed playing with his erection as she soaped it and was pleased at how incredibly rigid it grew.
When he was rinsed off, she stayed on her knees and slipped her mouth over his erection. He groaned and slipped his hands into her wet hair as she moved up and down his cock.
He grasped her by her shoulders and brought her to a stand then lifted her so that her thighs were at his hips. Her heart pounded as she wrapped her legs around him, his erection positioned at her core. She slipped her hands around his neck and held on, tingles running up and down her skin.
Water pounded down on them as he drove inside her. She couldn’t help the cry that escaped her as he took her up against the shower wall. The marble was smooth behind her back, their bodies slick from the water.
Colored lights flashed around them again as he thrust hard. The magic caused shivers to run through her and she felt him deep as he took her.
Her breathing grew harsher and she felt an orgasm rushing toward her at an incredible speed. She tried to hold back but there was no way she could.
She cried out as he continued to pound in and out of her and lights exploded around them. She watched his face as he made love to her, his jaw set, his eyes focused on her.
His growl of pleasure rode his climax as he throbbed inside her. She gasped as her core pulsated around his cock and then another orgasm caught her by surprise as she came again.
Colored lights continued to swirl around them and then gradually faded as she finally came down from her orgasm. She clung to him and he held her close, his cock still inside of her.
“I’m never letting you go, Loni,” he murmured against her cheek.
She smiled. “I’m not going anywhere.”


Chapter 23
Feeling like she’d had a deep and wonderful sleep, Loni reached out for Alec and was disappointed when she realized she was alone in bed. With a sigh, she blinked open her eyes and looked at the pillow next to her. It was plump and full, no creases on the pillowcase, as if it hadn’t been slept on. The same for the sheets.
She frowned and raised her head and a chill slowly rolled over her as her gaze moved around the room. She was in her own home… She wasn’t in Alec’s.
Her heart thrummed, panic rising up in her throat. Had it all been a dream?
“No.” She scrambled out of bed and looked wildly around her bedroom. “No. That wasn’t a dream. It was all real. Alec was real.”
She ran through the house, searching for him but knowing she wouldn’t find him. She stopped in the middle of her living room. Why was she in her home? Why wasn’t she with Alec? She put her hand to her forehead and took deep breaths. There had to be an explanation. There had to be a way to get back to him.
According to the clock it was nine in the morning—she’d slept later than she would normally. That wasn’t surprising considering what she’d been through last night…
Unless it was all a dream.
“It was not a dream!” She stamped her foot as she looked around her living room as if there might be some clue as to what happened and why she wasn’t with Alec.
She hurried back to the bedroom. The book was on the nightstand beside the bed. She touched the cover, a lump rising in her throat as she ran her fingers over his image.
It wasn’t my imagination, it wasn’t. It wasn’t a dream.
She looked down and saw that she was wearing the fictional character shirt that she’d worn as a nightshirt the night before she’d ended up in Alec’s world.
Fictional character? Had she just been a character in a dream?
A cold hand gripped her heart. She needed to go back to the bookstore and talk to Selena.
Loni clenched her teeth and pulled on jeans and a T-shirt. While she dressed, she wondered if she still had any magical abilities. She went out to the front of her house, prepared to run to the bookstore if time would stop for her again.
Heart pounding, she stood on the sidewalk for a moment and looked down the street. She took a deep breath and started to run.
Nothing happened. Tears pricked at the backs of her eyes as she came to a stop. She turned around and tried again, but time stayed the same.
Her heart sank and she went back into the house, grabbed her keys, and headed for the garage. She paused for a moment before she opened the door—she’d left her car behind when she’d changed realities. She took a deep breath and then went into the garage and saw that her car was there.
The drive from her house was only a few minutes from where she’d discovered the bookstore in Old Scottsdale. She pulled up to the curb and looked at the shops.
The bookstore wasn’t there.
She swallowed hard and climbed out of her car and stepped onto the sidewalk. The bookstore had been between the art gallery and the jewelry store.
Right here. It was right here.
But now it wasn’t.
How can that be?
She felt lightheaded as she stared at the brick wall between the two stores. She needed to sit before her knees gave out. A bench was a few feet away, close to the gallery and she went to it and sank down onto it. Tears ached at the backs of her eyes and she buried her face in her hands.
But the book… She’d seen the book this morning on her nightstand, so how could the bookstore not be here?
A prickling sensation traveled up her spine and she raised her head. A colorful skirt was in front of her. She looked up and met Selena’s sea green eyes.
Loni’s lips parted and her eyes widened. “Selena?”
“Hello, Loni.” Selena smiled. “Why don’t you come in?”
With a frown, Loni looked over her shoulder.
The bookstore was there.
She stood and faced the store. “But it wasn’t…” she started to say but trailed off as Selena walked in through the front door.
Loni followed, the bells hanging on the door tinkling as the door closed behind her. Once again the scent of incense met her. The place was bright and the crystal figurines on the display shelves by the front door sparkled in the sunlight. The crystal balls seemed to glow with rainbow glitters.
Where had Selena gone? Her heart pounded as she made her way through the store toward the front desk. The woman stood waiting for her.
Loni’s whole body felt jittery. “How did I end up home in my own bed?”
Selena gave an enigmatic smile and folded her hands in front of her. Her bell sleeves draped her arms. “Did you get your fill of adventure and magic? Did you have enough of a real man?”
“What?” Loni shook her head, wondering if this was real. Wondering what was real. “It wasn’t all a dream. It was real.”
“You came in here desiring adventure and romance and that’s what you got. You accomplished your purpose and the sorcerer has been dealt with,” Selena said. “You have returned to your own life.”
“No.” A wash of disbelief went through Loni. “I don’t want to return. Send me back.”
With a solemn expression, Selena said, “We have a problem, Loni.”
“What problem?” Loni shook her head. “Just do whatever you have to do to send me back.”
“It’s not so simple.” Selena studied Loni. “If you are able to go back, you can never return to your home or your old life.”
Blood rushed in Loni’s ears. “What do you mean?”
“I mean exactly what I said.” Selena moved away from Loni, her flowing silver hair swaying at her waist as she walked. “I have something for you.”
Loni followed. She felt like she was in a dream now.
Again Selena led her into the back room. She used her keys to open up the lighted glass case again and pulled out another large, old book. “You must read this,” she said as she held the book. “And then if you truly desire and are meant to return to that world, you will.”
Loni held a hand to her heart. “Then I can go back?”
“You must read it,” Selena said. “Do not skip any part of it. Once you finish the book, if you choose to stay in your old world, you will forget everything. It will all just be a story you read that you enjoyed.”
The woman’s words knocked around in Loni’s mind and she felt as if her head was floating from her body.
“I want to go back.” Loni raised her chin. “I have nothing to keep me here. And even if I did, I would choose Alec.”
“You need to think about it.” Selena handed the book to Loni. “This is the sequel to the book you read.”
Night’s Captive was the title. She squinted at the picture then returned her gaze to Selena’s. “Is that Alec and me?”
Selena gave a delicate shrug. “Go home now, Loni Stanfield.”
The book seemed to hum, to vibrate in Loni’s arms and she held it close without thinking about it. But she still said, “I don’t want to read a book. I want to go back.”
“Go home,” Selena repeated and turned away.
Loni made it to her car, feeling almost frantic. She had to go back. Needed to go back.
When she got home she tossed her car keys on the counter then headed to her bedroom with the book. She kicked off her shoes and climbed onto the bed, then opened the book and started reading.
It was her story. Hers and Alec’s. How could that be? It was an old book, as if the story had taken place years ago.
She read through the volume and found herself amazed at everything that had happened in the short amount of time she’d been in Alec’s underworld, from the time she’d found herself in that alleyway. But she couldn’t get to “the end” fast enough.
When she finished the book, she took a deep breath. The book ended with her and Alec making love and then falling asleep.
She closed the book and took a deep breath. Now, more than ever, she wanted to return and be with Alec.
“I love you, Alec,” she said as she shut her eyes. “I want to be with you.”
“Loni.” The bed dipped as she heard Alec’s voice. “Where have you been?”
Her eyes flew open and she saw that she was in his room again as she threw her arms around his neck. “You’re real.” She held on to him tight. “Everything is real.”
“What happened to you?” He squeezed her in return then drew back and held her gaze. “I woke up this morning and you weren’t in bed with me. You were gone and I was so worried that you were gone for good. That’s why there’s a taboo. Humans don’t return.”
Loni looked down at the book still in her hands then smiled at Alec. “I’m back and I will never leave you again.”
# # #
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The next thing Kaitlyn knew, she was in his arms. “And I love having you in my home.” Wayne’s voice was low, deep, and thrills rolled through her.
A part of her said she should turn and run. That this was too much, too soon. But another part of her wanted what he could give her. What they could share.
She closed her eyes and let him hold her close, their bodies snug together. She breathed in his scent, letting it fill her completely.
When she opened her eyes, her gaze met his. She slid her arms around his neck and pulled him closer until their lips met and she kissed him.
The kiss was more powerful than the one he had given her at the party. This one was filled with years of longing and need so intense that she didn’t know if she’d ever catch her breath.
She slid her hands into his hair, loving the soft strands slipping through her fingers and the feel of his scalp beneath her fingertips. She moved her hands down his neck and over his shoulders that were hard and muscular beneath her palms.
He kept her pressed up against him and she felt his erection against her belly. She ached between her thighs and she suddenly wanted her clothes off and to strip his away. She wanted to feel the heat of his naked skin against hers.
Their relationship had always been so sexually charged once they started having a physical relationship. They had matched each other in the depths of their desire and sexuality. She’d never felt anything with any man like she had with him. Not that her sexual experiences were extensive. She’d had all of three including Wayne and her ex.
Wayne kissed her even harder and she made soft sounds of want and need as she moved her hands down and explored his chest with her palms. He had held her by her waist but was now gripping her ass, pulling her impossibly closer to him. He raised her up and she wrapped her thighs around his hips and moved her arms around his neck again and he was carrying her to the bed.
The comforter was soft against her back and the mattress dipped beneath their combined weight as he rolled her onto her side so that they were facing each other. He kissed her then moved his lips to the corner of her mouth then moved them to her ear where he nipped her earlobe. She gasped with pleasure as it sent tingles through her body.
A part of her held back. She shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t be doing this. Not with all that was going on in her life… Not with all that had gone on.
But another part of her needed this. Needed to feel alive again. Needed to feel closeness to another person that she hadn’t experienced for a long, long time.
She let everything slip away and let herself fall into being with Wayne. Being with him completely for the night where she wouldn’t think of the past.
Not for tonight.
# # #
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Wind tugged at Jessie Porter’s dark red hair as she climbed out of her red Mustang and her athletic shoes met Bar C ground. She pushed errant strands out of her face as she slowly looked around her at the Cameron family ranch. From what she knew of the place, it had been in the same family for generations.
A massive barn, extensive corrals, an old bunkhouse, and a sprawling ranch home edged the huge driveway. The parking area was big enough to accommodate a semi if need be, with enough room for the big rig to turn around. Everything was big on this ranch from what she could see.
The bawl of cattle in the distance told her that a herd was close. Lacy clouds were scattered across a blue early morning sky as the sun rose.
She reached into the passenger seat of her car and grabbed her backpack with her camera equipment, then slung it over her shoulder before pulling out her Nikon and looping the strap around her neck. The car door gave a solid thump as she slammed it shut and then she walked to the back of the vehicle. A big white work truck was parked on one side of her Mustang, on the other a sleek new black Ford crew-cab.
Gravel crunched beneath her shoes as she stepped away from the vehicles and raised her camera, looked through the lens, and started shooting.
More than likely the ranch’s owner, Zane Cameron, would be out working but she wasn’t sure where. She was bound to run into someone who did know as she began photographing the ranch. Too bad Danica, the youngest Cameron, wasn’t going to be around. Danica had mentioned that she had to spend a week in New Mexico visiting a friend, so she wouldn’t be here while Jessie was.
For cowboys, the days started before a rooster crowed. Jessie had intended to be at the Bar C when its cowboys climbed out of bed, but she’d overslept, forgetting to set her alarm and she hadn’t started her drive from Tucson on time.
In this part of Arizona, the elevation was almost five thousand feet and the late October air was chilly in the mornings. The mornings warmed quick under the southern Arizona sun, so quick that at ten-thirty she was ready to remove her sweater, and the sun warmed her bare arms. Thanks to her sister’s visit and subsequent amazing cooking, Jessie’s jean shorts were feeling a little too tight this morning. She’d miss Tanya now that she was heading back to Houston, but her waistline just might recover.
She focused her lens on the ranch house that was built of dark wood. From the front it looked like it was well over four thousand square feet, but who knew what it actually was—it could be much larger. She’d heard that the Camerons had done well for themselves, and by the looks of it, that was true. Between the four brothers and their respective ranches, they had a virtual empire in the San Rafael Valley.
It was only recently that she’d become friends with Danica, the youngest sibling in the family. She was the reason Jessie had been hired to photograph the ranch, and soon the impending wedding of Zane, the eldest son.
Tall, stately old sycamore trees, mesquites and a few native oaks shaded the house. An enclosed porch ran the length of the home and through the screen she saw a variety of plants hanging from the rafters. More potted greenery was arranged around chairs and beside the loveseat-sized white porch swing. A rooster weather vane perched on one end of the rooftop that she captured with its luscious blue-sky background.
Colorful flowerbeds had been planted in front of the house—pansies, chrysanthemums, and carnations were beneath the Arizona October sun.
An old wooden wagon wheel leaned up against an oak that had an old fashioned triangular dinner bell hanging from it. It made for an excellent photo. To the left of the home was a well-shaded area with a covered swing, and she heard the sound of a small waterfall as it trickled into a pond.
Behind the house rose a tree line along with a weathered windmill that made rusted scraping sounds as the blades turned with the wind. She wondered if the windmill actually pumped water for the house or if it was unused and simply remained from decades gone by. She’d head out back and photograph it, too.
Colorful birds darted in and out of the trees, chirping and shrieking, and she saw a lizard scale a wall of the house.
She captured everything with a practiced eye and knew the photographs were going to turn into one fabulous collection when she was done. This place was a photographer’s dream. From what little she’d seen, she had the feeling that she could spend hours here and still not catch everything that she wanted to.
“Can I help you?”
A deep, masculine drawl from behind her send a shiver down her spine and she lowered her camera and let it hang around her neck. She turned to face one hell of a fine cowboy, easily one of the sexiest she’d seen in all of her twenty-nine years.
At least six-three with broad shoulders and a cowboy’s build, he had blue flame eyes and black hair that curled slightly beneath his cowboy hat. His skin was well tanned and his arms roped with muscle.
“Sure.” She smiled. “You can help me anytime.” He raised an eyebrow and she grinned as she held out her hand. “Jessica Porter,” she said. “But please call me Jessie. I’m here to photograph the ranch and the upcoming wedding.”
“You’re my kid sister’s friend.” The cowboy took her hand in a firm grip. “Welcome to the Bar C.”
Jessie’s heart started to pound like crazy as the cowboy’s warm touch sent fire through her body. Her mouth grew dry and she bit the inside of her lower lip. It was the most enticing reaction that she’d ever had to a man.
Before he released it, he said, “I’m Zane Cameron.”
The disappointment that swept through her was a surprise. She didn’t even know Zane, so what difference did it make that he was getting married in just weeks?
What a shame. All of that hot man flesh would soon belong to some other woman.
The green-eyed redhead was so sexy that he’d damned near gone hard when he’d clasped her hand. She had a cute grin and shapely body and her nipples were hard, poking against the light cotton of her T-shirt.
She wasn’t wearing a bra.
For one moment Zane thought about carting Jessie off to the ranch house and taking her six ways ’til Sunday.
Well hell. He mentally shook his head. He had no business thinking about another woman and his body had no damned excuse to react the way it had.
Except that Jessie Porter was one hell of a woman. And he was a red-blooded American male and he’d just had a natural reaction to her.
Keep telling yourself that, Cameron.
“Congratulations,” she said. Her smile was enough to make him crazy.
For a moment he didn’t know why she was telling him congratulations, but then he regained his senses.
“Thanks.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, feeling like he needed to anchor them to make sure he kept his hands off of her.
She tilted her head to the side, which caused her dark red hair to slide away from her elegant neck. “Is the bride-to-be here?”
“Phoebe’s at her place.” He dragged his hand down his face then gave a nod in the direction of the house. “You can photograph anything you’d like to around here. Danica wants to give the album to our aunt.”
Jessie nodded. “Danica mentioned that your aunt took care of the two of you along with your three brothers. Raising five kids is quite a feat for one woman.”
“Sure as hell was.” He glanced at Jessie as she fell into step beside him.
“Danica said two of your brothers are twins,” she said. “Wayne and Wyatt.”
Zane nodded. “Yep, and our youngest brother is Dillon.”
Her smile was pure sunshine as she looked at him.
God only knew why he found himself comparing Phoebe with Jessie.
He’d begun to feel a little uneasy about his relationship with Phoebe and he’d managed to put off the wedding another couple of months, but here it was, creeping back up. To him Phoebe had been the picture of sweetness and intelligence, but lately it seemed that there had to be another side of her that others had seen but he hadn’t, but then maybe it was the pressure of the wedding. It did concern him, though.
Ah, hell. Maybe his concern was just a case of pre-wedding jitters. Although he had a good mind to move the date again.
He glanced at Jessie and thought how different she looked from Phoebe who was pale blonde and petite at five-one. Jessie, on the other hand, was no shorter than five-eight. Both women were beautiful as hell, just as different as sunrise from sunset.
He ground his teeth. He’d never been one to compare women, especially not now that he was about to be married. It was time he settled down and had a couple of kids to carry on the Cameron name. No one else in the family seemed to be inclined to head down that road. Someone had to do it.
“Phoebe would like you to photograph her place, too.” He paused in front of the doors to the ranch house. “She’s got a nice home, just north before you hit the hills and she wants the pictures to market it.”
“So, she’s selling it now that you’re getting married?” Jessie took her camera in both hands. “Of course she’ll be moving to the ranch, I assume.”
“You assume right.” Zane tried not to frown. “Phoebe is reluctant to sell her place and has decided to rent it.” Considering how pricey the house was, he wasn’t sure she’d be able to find anyone who could afford to rent it in these parts. He’d just have to convince her to put it up for sale. There was no need to hang on to another property.
Zane held the screen door open that let out onto the porch. Jessie hitched her pack with her camera equipment on her shoulder and her shoes made soft sounds on the wooden floor as she passed through the door and cool air touched her face.
“I love this. Everything about your place is fantastic.” She raised her camera and glanced at him. “I can photograph anything?”
“Almost anything.” The corner of his mouth turned up in a look that was sexy enough to make her stomach flip. “When in doubt, just ask.”
She nodded. “Sure.”
As she took a few shots of the expansive porch, taking in antique ironwork objects decorating the area as he let the screen door close. When she lowered her camera, he opened the huge door to the ranch house. She stepped through the doorway and entered the spacious home.
Inside everything was big and roomy with western décor and artwork, and high vaulted ceilings. The beautiful hardwood floor had area rugs covering parts of it. A coffee table made from a tree trunk was in front of a long leather L-shaped couch and another fabric couch with a western design, both of which faced an enormous entertainment center and big screen TV. Picture windows showed the incredible views from the front and back.
Through an archway was a spacious kitchen that she wanted to get a better look at. From what she could see of it, she knew her sister the cook would love it.
Jessie had just started photographing the living room when a cell phone rang and she lowered her camera. She automatically put her hand to the phone she wore on a holster at her side but realized it was Zane’s as she saw him take his phone from his own holster on his belt and he answer it.
His expression hardened as he listened to the caller. “I’ll take care of it,” Zane said and pressed the off button before re-holstering his phone. He looked at Jessie. “I need to leave to deal with a couple of hunters trespassing on my land.”
“Can I go with you?” She let her camera hang from its strap around her neck and hitched the backpack up on her shoulder. “I’d love an opportunity to get a look at some of the scenery.”
He paused for a moment then gave a nod. “Come on.”
This time his stride was long and she had to double her steps to keep up with him as they headed outside to the big black Ford truck she had parked next to.
She hurried to the passenger side but he was there before her. He opened the door and she stepped up on the running board then climbed inside before he shut the door behind her.
He got in on the driver’s side and put the key in the ignition and started it. The truck roared to life and he backed up then headed over the cattle guard and under the sign with the Bar C Ranch’s name and brand. His presence was so powerful that she found it hard not to be completely aware of him. She glanced at his profile and almost forgot that he was hands-off.
Damn.
As she studied him, his gaze met hers for a brief moment and she felt the power of some kind of connection between them. Her heart beat faster and she felt a tingling sensation all the way to her belly. A muscle ticked in his jaw before he moved his gaze back to the road.
She took a deep breath and tried to shake off the incredible attraction she had for Zane Cameron.
Once she turned her attention to the scenery, she was again impressed by the canopy of dark green oaks that contrasted against the expanse of golden grass. Here and there were pockets cottonwood trees and a few massive sycamores.
“This country is amazing,” she said. “An outdoor photographer’s dream.”
“I grew up here and I never get tired of it.” He glanced over at her as he drove. “Most visitors here, including Arizona natives from other parts of the state, can’t believe they’re in Arizona. Had a guy from Santa Barbara out here and he couldn’t believe how much it looked like the area he was from.”
“The expanse of grass of the San Rafael Valley and the surrounding green hills is just beautiful,” she said.
“Most people are surprised to learn that the musical Oklahoma was filmed right here in the valley,” he said.
“I never would have guessed that.” She raised her brows. “Parts of the grass valley look like how I would picture the Midwest plains back in the day.”
She was in love with the country. So peaceful, so quiet, so stunning.
It wasn’t long before they paused in front of a barbed wire fence with an open gate and a cattle guard. She looked at Zane.
“The ‘No Hunting’ signs have been taken down.” He shook his head. “I’ll have to get one of the men out here to take care of it.”
Zane drove on and they came up on an old red truck parked in the shade of a group of tall oaks but no one was in sight. Up ahead was a stock tank and water tower.
She glanced at Zane again to see him frowning. He parked then opened his truck door and climbed out. She hurried out her side, her camera strap securely around her neck and she hopped onto the dry ground.
As soon as she was out of the truck she took in their surroundings, picking out what she felt would be the best shots in the beautiful scenery. She took a deep breath of the clean air and let it fill her entire being as she closed her eyes. She let all tension leave her body as she connected with the land.
“It’s wonderful here.” She opened her eyes and looked at Zane who was staring in one direction.
“Let’s go this way. I can see some tracks leading up the road in this direction. We’ll try and stay in the open and visible,” he said as he looked over his shoulder at her. “The last thing you want is to get shot by mistake.”
“Gotcha.” She made sure she followed him and stayed out from behind the occasional oak tree or bush. “What’s in season this time of year?”
“Whitetail called Coues deer.” He paused and she almost ran into him as he gave a nod in the direction they had been walking. “Over there.”
She peered past him and spotted two men, one wearing a cap, and another in a brown cowboy hat, walking toward them.
A flash of irritation caused Zane’s gut to burn. The men should have stopped by the ranch to ask permission to shoot on his land. It was the proper thing to do, but then the signs were down.
“How do you do?” one of the two men said as they met up and the man held out his hand. “I’m Bud Harper and this is Joe Cullman.” Bud was tall, but Zane still had a good three inches on him. Joe was a little shorter and stockier.
“Zane Cameron.” He took Bud’s hand and shook it before taking Joe’s and releasing it. “Did you know you’re trespassing on private land?” Zane’s tone kept his tone even, not showing any anger. “There’s no hunting on this part of the ranch.”
Joe pushed up his ball cap. “This your land?”
Bud glanced around. “We’re sorry. We’ve been real careful to not trespass. We didn’t see any signs.”
“I own the Bar C.” Zane gave a nod. “We’re pretty welcoming to hunters, but we want to keep them out of this area of the ranch this year. Someone has taken down the signs and we’ll be fixing that.” He pointed toward the west. “If you take the dirt road another mile and a half, there’s a sign that says Jones’ Mesa. I’ve seen plenty of deer in that area and there are some great places to glass from and see a lot of country,” he said. “Just do me a favor and go under the fences if you can rather than climb over them. Hunters damage a lot of fences. It’s the only gripe I really have about you guys.”
“Sure thing. We understand. We’ll head on over there.” Bud moved his gaze from the direction Zane had pointed to and looked at Zane again. “Much obliged.”
Zane gave a nod and then Bud and Joe headed back to the beat-up red pickup, climbed in with Bud on the driver’s side. The truck gave a rusted hiccup and then rumbled as Bud started it.
He noticed Jessie photographing the truck as the men left. She lowered her camera and looked at Zane. “You were pretty nice to those guys.”
He rested his hand on the hood of his truck. “Nothin’ wrong with a little hunting as long as it is in the right area and as long as they respect things.”
“What does ‘to glass from’ mean?” she asked. “That’s a term I’ve never heard before.”
“Hunters use binoculars and spotting scopes to search the country for deer,” Zane said. “It’s called glassing. When they see deer through the binoculars, they stalk them.”
“That’s interesting,” she said. “So what’s next for a day in the life of a cowboy?” Her smile caused a stirring in his gut. “After chasing off hunters and all.”
He studied her and it felt as if there was a war going on in his chest. “While we’re out here I can give you a little more of a tour of the Bar C.” Something about Jessie made him want to spend as much time as possible with her.
Not a good idea, Cameron. He mentally chided himself. Run fast and run now.
“Sure.” She smiled. “I’d love that.” She pointed in the direction of the fence line. “I saw a group of some kind of cool looking feathery looking plants over there that I’d like to photograph on the other side of the fence.”
He gave a nod then watched her as she walked away from him. She had a cute little ass and gentle curves that were made for a man’s hands to caress. And those long legs that weren’t covered by her shorts. They were enough to make a man’s mouth water.
Damn.
Jessie reached the barbed wire fence. He watched as she carefully grabbed a top strand between barbs and then did the same with her feet so that she was standing on the bottom strand and balancing as she took pictures.
Concerned that she might fall, he moved closer to her. Before he reached her, she lowered the camera and let it hang on the strap around her neck. She started to climb back down when he heard a ripping sound and then a curse.
He reached her and put his hand on her shoulder. “You okay?” he asked just as he looked down and saw that she’d shredded her T-shirt on the barbed wire.
His mouth went dry as he got a good look at her bare breast and the pert nipple. He swallowed and met her gaze.
Her cheeks had gone red hot and she held her T-shirt over her breast the best she could. “So much for this thing,” she said, trying to make light of an embarrassing situation.
“We’ll get you back to the house and you can wear one of my clean shirts.” His touch set her on fire as he took her arm and she stepped down from the fence with his aid. “For now you can wear this one.”
He released her then unbuttoned his shirt and slipped it off. Her jaw almost dropped as she got a good look at his tanned physique and the powerful play of muscles in his chest and arms.
If he wasn’t about to be married she would have jumped him in two seconds flat.
“Thanks,” she said as she took the shirt from him and smiled.
He helped her slip into the shirt as she fought to keep the scrap of cloth over her breast. His shirt had his scent, warm and masculine, and she found herself inhaling and savoring it.
Once the shirt was on, they walked back to his truck and he helped her into the cab. She kept her hand firmly over the tear as he shut the door behind her.
He climbed into the driver’s seat and started the truck before glancing over at her. “Need a little help with that?” he said in a teasing voice.
“I think I’ve got it.” Her cheeks had cooled but threatened to heat up again. “What happens on Cameron property stays on Cameron property, right?”
He laughed. “No problem.”
# # #
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What a fabulous weekend. Logan had spent all day Sunday with her and they’d had sex more times than she could count. She felt pleasantly sore and well used.
She found herself humming as she headed to the agency she often freelanced for, to check out a possible assignment. The agency had sent her a text this morning to come in ASAP, so she’d left home not long after she received the message.
If it was possible to fall in love over a weekend, then she had. Love at first sight was one of those inexplicable things that had always happened to other people. Hey, at least she had more going on here than just love at first sight.
And if she hadn’t been mistaken, he’d been feeling it, too.
The only thing that gave her pause was the memory of how his entire body had seemed to flicker when he’d taken her hard and fast up against the wall. Crazy. She’d just been so hot and horny that of course she’d imagined it. Probably too much caffeine in her coffee that night. She shivered with desire just thinking about him taking her.
Tori sighed as she walked into the lower level of Psion’s headquarters. The HQ was a four-story building with the business and research levels on the upper three floors. The main floor served as a reception area in front and human resources and accounting in the back. Psion had nothing to do with the organization that she worked for. The company served as a cover for what went on down below.
She waited for an empty elevator then inserted her key card the moment the doors closed behind her.
Rather than going up, the keycard instructed the car to go in the opposite direction. It traveled down, down, down to a lower level that no one knew about. No one but those who worked for the Paranormal Intelligence Agency. The PIA, not to be confused with the CIA, was a secretive government agency that few were aware existed.
The PIA was responsible for paranormal undercover ops and in some cases black ops on both national and international levels. They worked covertly for the U.S. government and did what other agencies weren’t willing to or couldn’t do—and that covered a whole hell of a lot.
Although most of the operations were legal, if there was a need to break a few rules that the CIA could not—say, take out a rogue leader, or a need to break into a high security area to obtain important information—the PIA was that group. The operatives on the ground could only speculate who gave the orders and who knew about the details of such operations.
Few were even aware that a paranormal world existed at all, much less an agency that dealt with it in some fashion. Even though the agency worked with those aspects, not everyone in the agency had paranormal talents.
Tori frowned. Lately the assignments had gone beyond her comfort zone. But everything the PIA did was for the safety of the people of the United States… So she did what she had to do.
She used the key card again and the eye recognition device when she reached the bottom level and the elevator doors swished open. She walked into a stark security corridor with a door on the far end that would remain closed until the computers verified that it was her. A moment later, after she was examined by the computers, the door at the end of the corridor opened and she walked through the yawning opening.
A wall of monitors and a host of agents working in a dimly lit room greeted her along with a cacophony of sounds. People talking, electronics chirping.
“Tori.” Ellis Martin strode in her direction then caught her by the elbow and started leading her to one of the glass doors in the back of what they referred to as the War Room. “Janice needs to talk with you.”
“What’s going on?” She looked up at him.
“Janice will explain.” Ellis was intimidating in stature but she wasn’t easily intimidated. He was about as tall as a front line player on the LA Lakers, and as big as an NFL linebacker. His pale bald head gleamed as they passed under dim lights, his ice-blue eyes fixed ahead, his hulking form clad in jeans and a pale blue polo shirt. He was as cool a customer as any undercover agent she knew.
When they reached the glass door to the large office, she saw her sometimes boss, Janice Harper, a slim and beautiful woman with the personality of a Bengal tiger. Janice sat behind her desk and across from her in the roomy area were a man and a woman Tori didn’t recognize. Her partner when she took on a PIA assignment, Brian Eckhart, was standing behind the seated man and woman.
Her stomach flipped as Ellis pushed the door open, released her arm when she was inside, then he stood beside Brian.
Tori remained near the door, an icy hand crawling up her back to her nape as the gazes of all five people in Janice’s office rested on her. For a moment no one said a word.
Not wanting to show any emotion, any sign that she was concerned, Tori turned her gaze on Janice but didn’t say anything. The woman’s shining black hair was pulled back into a knot as usual, her dark piercing eyes fixed on Tori as if she could see through her every emotion, every thought.
“You spent this weekend with a man named Logan Savage,” Janice stated, her expression flat. “Is that correct?”
Surprise then a flash of anger flared within Tori. The agency was keeping tabs on her activities?
“Yes, that is correct.” She kept her emotions hidden. “May I ask what my personal life has to do with this agency?”
“It’s no longer simply your personal life,” Janice stood and braced her hands on her desk as she stared down Tori.
What the hell? Tori didn’t flinch and managed to keep from clenching her hands into fists.
“Meet Agents Reynolds and Carter.” Janice gestured to the woman and to the man. Both agents remained expressionless. “They’ve had Logan Savage under surveillance for some time.”
More surprise flooded over Tori. She glanced at the two agents then returned her gaze to Janice. “What for?” Tori asked, keeping her voice even.
“You are going deep undercover to monitor Savage’s activities that fall in line with a special project,” Janice said.
Tori inhaled and slowly let out her breath. “I barely know the man. He’s in some form of high tech development.” This was not the time to hedge around the truth. “He knows I’m law enforcement, although he has no idea what branch or what kind. That’s reason enough for me to not be the right agent for the job.”
“We’re aware of what you have and have not told him.” Carter spoke up and Tori cut her gaze to the man. “We monitored your activities the moment you began associating with Savage.”
Tori could barely contain her surprise as she looked at the agent.
“Agent Adams,” Reynolds said, “Savage is one of the bad guys.”
She felt like she’d been stabbed in the gut. She’d fallen for an enemy of the United States, because that’s what he was if her agency was involved. The enemy. But what had he done? Or what was it that he was doing now to place him in that category?
Janice raised her hands and blue light flared between her palms.
Great. Demonstration time.
The ball expanded, turning into a big clear bubble that had an iridescent glimmer to it. The bubble floated in the air between Janice and those gathered in the office.
Logan’s image appeared in the bubble. “Logan Savage,” Janice said, repeating Tori’s thought, “is a threat to the United States.”
Tori’s jaw tightened as she looked at the image of the man with whom she had spent the entire weekend with. The same man she’d fallen hard for in just a matter of a few days. It felt like the knife in her gut was being twisted.
Why did she have to go and fall for him?
No, she told herself. It was nothing more than lust.
A foot-tall image of a woman appeared in the center of the bubble.
“You will take the place of this woman, Carla Winston.” Janice’s attention was fully on the image, as if to hold it there.
Whoever Carla Winston was, she was certainly a gorgeous woman. It was a full-length image and Tori sized up the woman. Tori’s own talent allowed her to analyze images of people and know what their perfect proportions were.
The blonde, statuesque woman that they wanted her to replace was a good six inches taller than Tori, making her about five-eight. Opposed to Tori’s short dark curls, the woman had long, straight golden blonde hair. Tori mentally shook her head. Taking the place of this woman would require some effort on her part.
“Who is this Carla person?” Tori looked away from the image.
“Savage’s former girlfriend, who also works for his company.” This came from Reynolds. “He owns Savage Industries.”
She had heard of Savage Industries. Even read a feature article on them. So Logan owned one of the most respected private tech firms around? Tori shifted her stance. Her morning had gone from great to crap in a matter of moments.
“Carla Winston knows things that you need to know.” Reynolds said, “We want you to seduce him as that woman.”
Confusion still muddled Tori’s mind. She still had no idea why he was one of the “bad guys” and why they wanted her to go undercover in his company. “What details do you have regarding the assignment?”
“You will keep eyes and ears open about a special project called ‘Cerebral Voices’, or CVP as it’s known within the company,” Janice said. “We know the device reads minds, but there is much we don’t know about it. You will learn everything you can about the project and become as familiar as you can with both the hardware and the software. And then we will go from there.”
Janice’s attention focused on the bubble and the image inside of it changed. Now the image was of an electronic device that looked like some kind of silver camera, the length and height of a playing card and about an inch wide, floating in the air between them.
“Savage is reportedly planning to sell the technology to another country.” Carter’s tone was grave. “If he’s successful, it would go to the bad guys. There are trade restrictions on what countries he can sell it to, but the fact is, there are middlemen who broker these deals for Iran or rogue factions in the Middle East. We cannot have his technology fall into the wrong hands, including the Chinese.”
Shit. Tori’s words were tight as she spoke. “What about the real Carla?”
“She’s in a coma.” Reynolds’s tone was flat and for some reason it made Tori wonder exactly how the woman had ended up in the coma.
“How will this work, since they are no longer dating?” Tori frowned. “Are they on speaking terms?”
“There is a good relationship between them,” Reynolds said. “He trusts her without question. She broke up with him, rather than the other way around, so we believe the seduction will not be difficult.”
Tori had done this for her job before and she’d never had a problem doing what she needed to in order to complete missions. Having been with Logan as Tori made this a little different. She was a pro though, and she would do what she needed to do.
“No one has noticed her disappearance as of yet,” Carter added. “Shortly you will go to the agency’s infirmary to obtain from the subject’s mind what you will need to perform your job.”
The image in the center of the bubble changed back to Carla’s.
Most of the information that Tori could gather was intuitive. If the woman was in a coma, there was only so much that Tori could get.
But what she could gain was more than she let on to her employers. That was something she kept to herself. She had her reasons.
More than likely she would have access to the woman’s most recent memories and feelings, any abilities she had developed and that she used on a daily basis, but that was it.
As a Changeling, a rare ability, Tori could shift into almost any human form, but if she didn’t touch that person, she had no knowledge of them beyond what they looked like. She had to touch him or her in order to take what she needed or as much as she could.
Some people she got much more out of than others. She never really knew until she came in contact with the person. There were a few she hadn’t been able to get anything from and a couple whose form she hadn’t been able to take at all. There wasn’t an explanation for this as far as she knew. She wondered if she could take Logan’s form.
As if reading her mind, Janice said, “If possible, take Logan Savage’s form once you’re in as Carla.”
“Maybe that would be best.” Tori nodded. “What would you do with the real Logan?”
“That could be a problem, so let’s start with Carla.” Janice looked at Tori and gestured to the bubble and Carla’s image. “Now.”
So much for freelance. This was one job she didn’t feel she had a choice but to take. If the man who’d rocked her world this weekend had a black soul, then she’d be glad to bring him down.
Then why did the thought of working against Logan make her feel sick inside?
Tori hesitated only a moment before she extended her arm. She touched the image and it made a sizzling sound.
She lowered her arm and began to tremble, and she gritted her teeth as her body started to change. Pain shot through her limbs as her arms and legs lengthened. Her breasts became larger, her feet a little bigger. Her scalp tingled as her hair lengthened and the bones in her face moved.
Her clothing changed along with her body, shimmering and then forming so that she was wearing clothes similar to what Carla had on in the photograph.
When her body finished changing, she was an exact duplicate of Carla Winston.
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Zach laid the coats and jacket over the back of the chair as if impatient to rid himself of them, and then he brought her into his arms.
The move surprised her, yet at the same time it didn’t. Christy had wanted him to kiss her all night. The way he’d looked at her at the nightclub, she had the impression he’d been thinking the same thing.
Being in his arms was better than she remembered and when he brought his mouth to hers, his kiss was more amazing than the countless kisses she had imagined.
His kiss was searching, as if he was remembering her taste and the feel of their mouths together. She felt like she’d been transported back to the time when everything between them was amazing and fresh and new.
As he drew away, he cupped her face in his hands and studied her. Her lips were moist from his kisses and she almost begged him to kiss her again.
He slowly rubbed his thumb over her cheek. “It almost doesn’t seem real having you here with me.”
“It feels like a dream.” She put her palms on his chest, feeling his heat through his shirt as she moved her palms up to his shoulders. “I’ve imagined this, imagined being with you again.”
He continued caressing her cheek with his thumb as his dark eyes looked into hers. “I can’t remember a time when I didn’t think about you when I was with another woman.”
She looked at him with surprise. “Do you mean that?”
“There have been a lot of women in my life, Christy.” He brought his face closer to hers. “None of them were you.”
The thrills that went through her belly caused a spiral straight to that place between her thighs. Even after all of these years, she knew him well enough that she didn’t have to question what he just said. Zach Nikas didn’t say anything he didn’t mean.
“I guess we aren’t waiting for the weekend at the resort,” she said softly.
“This will make that weekend all the more exciting.” He grasped her hair in his hand and pulled her hair back, causing her to gasp. “Are you sure you want to be here with me tonight, Christy? Last chance.”
“I want to stay.” She winced at the harshness of how hard he had pulled her hair. Yet at the same time it had a good sting to it.
And the mastery in the movement… He was already taking control of her and it turned her on so that her skin felt on fire.
He brought her to him for a hard kiss, nothing like the gentle reunion of moments before. This was harsh, forceful. He pinched her nipples hard through her dress and bit her lower lip, causing tears to sting her eyes.
She loved it.
The kiss was wild, hungry. He reached behind her and drew down the zipper of her dress. It fell in a silken caress down her body and around her feet, leaving her in her black bra and matching panties along with thigh-high silk stockings and her high heels.
He grabbed her by her ass and brought their bodies flush together. His cock was hard against her belly and knowing that he was as turned on as she was, sent an ache between her thighs. She held onto his biceps, digging her fingers in as if to hold on for safety from a coming storm. He moved his hand to the clasp of her bra and unfastened it.
Heat warmed her as he stepped away and took her bra with him and then he tossed it on the couch. He cupped her breasts and she sucked in her breath as he pinched her nipples again, harder this time, and she bit her lower lip to hold back a cry.
“Take off your heels.” He stepped back and crossed his arms over his chest. “Now, Christy.”
He looked serious and she knew she had better do what he told her to. She hurried to remove her heels. When she straightened, he said, “Take off your panties.” She slipped them off and stepped out of them, leaving her in only stockings. “Now your stockings. Hand them to me.”
A heady thrill caused her to shiver as he watched her with his dark eyes. They told her nothing, but the intensity of his expression made her obey.
Focusing on Zach, she slowly pushed down one stocking in a sensual movement. She could tell her teasing was working as his jaw tightened and his eyes seem to grow darker than they already were. She eased it over her foot then handed the stocking to him.
“Faster this time.” His words came out dangerously low and she felt the urge to obey.
She hurried to take off the other stocking and gave it to him. He took her by her upper arms and turned her so that she was facing away from him, then pulled her wrists behind her back. She felt the silk of her stockings as he wrapped one around each of her wrists and tied it securely.
“Last chance.” He rested his hands on her shoulders and moved his mouth to her ear. “Unless you’ve changed your mind, from this point on, you’re mine.”
Her heart beat a little faster. “Yes.”
“Tell me you’re mine.” He brought her up close, her back up against his chest, and he pulled back her head again by her hair. “I want to hear it.”
“I’m yours.” Something like electricity sizzled through her as she spoke. He had her head pulled back so far that she could see his eyes as he looked down at her. He suddenly looked dark and dangerous.
“Yes,” he said in a way that made her shiver. “You are mine.”
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