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			To the amazing Kresley Cole and Larissa Ione. The fun I had with you guys cannot be expressed with words—only with interpretive dance.

			And to Jill Monroe, the best friend a girl could have.

		

	
		
			Good night, sleep tight,

			Wake up bright

			In the morning light

			To do what’s right

			With all your might.

			—A CHILD’S LULLABY, Author Unknown

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			All right, girls. It’s time to say good-bye.”

			Good-bye? No! Twelve-year-old Lilica Swan longed to command Dr. Walsh to die, badly. Here and now. If she did, he would be forced to obey. Maybe. Hopefully. She had skills, could compel anyone to do anything. A little something called voice voodoo. If, however, her voice voodoo was muted because of the drugs she’d been given, Walsh would only be compelled to beat her with an old cattle prod. Again. He loved to beat her with a cattle prod.

			Decisions, decisions.

			Her sister Trinity placed a gentle hand over hers, and Lilica sucked in a breath. Oh! The warmth and softness of another’s skin! But even as her body rejoiced, her mind reeled. Why would Trin touch her when the action was forbidden? Taking such a risk . . . well, it could only be a silent request not to use her voice voodoo. So. Decision made. Just like that.

			Lilica locked her jaw and pressed her lips together. She lived by a single rule: Do anything, anytime, anywhere for her sisters, no matter the consequences.

			At the moment, the three of them occupied a small monochrome room. Between Lilica and Trinity stretched a table piled high with massive tomes meant to raise their IQs. Each girl was supposed to read at least one book from start to finish in their allotted hour together.

			Later today they would be tested about what they’d learned.

			Their other sister, Jade, stood in the far corner, banging her head against the wall. The poor darling was desperate to escape her pain.

			Lilica hid a wince when the mirrored wall cracked, and Trinity’s hand clenched hers. If the doctors discovered just how deeply they cared about each other . . .

			“Trinity,” Dr. Walsh prompted.

			“I’m sorry.” In a blink, Trinity severed all contact with Lilica.

			—Do not whimper.—

			Her voice voodoo and myriad other alien superpowers probably weren’t functioning properly anyway. When did they ever? Dr. Strings, her personal tormentor—a.k.a. handler—shot her up with . . . something every morning. All she knew was it kept her weak. She hate-hate-hated weakness.

			And the injection wasn’t even her biggest obstacle! Longing, desperation, and sorrow suddenly flowed through the bond she and the other girls shared, snagging her attention. Trinity’s emotions. The urge to hug her sis proved strong, but somehow Lilica resisted.

			“We’d like to stay together.” Trinity’s voice was as soft as the honeysuckle scent she so often produced. A delicate scent completely at odds with the white-knuckled grip she now had on the table’s edge. “Just a bit longer.”

			Trinity had always been the calm, accepting one, her nature the perfect complement to her angelic beauty. Little Divine, the staff sometimes called her. With her blond ringlets, wide blue eyes, and pale skin, she was exactly what their creators had envisioned.

			Lilica was . . . not. Her hair and skin changed colors with her environment. One day she could be pale or dark, the next day she could be pink, blue, or green. Or anything in between! She hadn’t yet learned to control the phenomenon.

			The scientists who worked at the Institute of Otherworld Technology—IOT—hated the ability, because she could be difficult to find. But then, she was never supposed to have been born. They’d hoped to construct a single superbeing. Someone neither human nor alien but the best of both. Then the egg split. Into three.

			The girls had often been referred to as the Swans; hideous at first, but expected to grow into incomparable beauties. Not that appearance mattered . . . in the beginning. The triplets had become instant commodities.

			Now, however, appearance mattered greatly. And Trinity and Jade had grown into beauties. Lilica alone remained the ugly duckling.

			Beauties attract. Beasts repel.

			The girls created through an experiment had also been the focus of one. Nature versus nurture.

			Trinity, the firstborn, had been awarded the exalted position of the positive. Jade, the second, had been dubbed the control. And Lilica, the last to be born, had been labeled the negative.

			Nurture had very clearly won.

			Jade mumbled, “Make it stop . . . stop . . . it has to stop.” One of her abilities allowed her to see the darkest desires lurking in the mind of anyone nearby . . . to see into the future as well . . . to know when those dark desires would be fulfilled. And despite the drugs that she too was given, the ability never switched off.

			Bang, bang, bang. Hair the color of newly fallen snow danced with the movement, the tresses a perfect contrast to her gorgeous green skin—the reason for her name. Although, most of the staff called her Little Delirium. The crazy one.

			Better than Lilica’s nickname, she supposed. Little Wicked. The evil one.

			Dr. Walsh sighed. “Trinity, my dear. I know you merely pretend to read while you and your sisters are together. You stare at Lilica, and she stares at you. It’s a waste of valuable time. Especially when you have such important work to do.”

			Anger pricked at Lilica. Anger she knew her sisters experienced through the bond. Work to do, he’d said. People to devastate, he’d meant.

			Trinity could steal superpowers, whether those powers belonged to a human or an alien. On the opposite end of the spectrum, Lilica could amplify superpowers. A curse disguised as a blessing. She had yet to encounter a physical body able to survive the intense surge of energy she unleashed. Within seconds, a person’s respiratory and circulatory systems shut down. Within minutes, every other system followed suit.

			And, well . . . Lilica enjoyed hurting those who had hurt others. Through her bond with Jade, she saw her victims’ worst sins, which was why she never hesitated to strike. She liked displaying her superior strength. She craved power. More. All.

			Perhaps that was the real reason the doctors considered her so evil.

			Trinity pressed her hands together, forming a steeple. “Please. Let me stay with my sisters just a little longer. Afterward, I’ll work harder than ever. I promise. Please,” she repeated.

			—What are you doing?— Lilica mentally screamed at her. When you begged, you revealed a weakness to be used against you.

			Here, someone always used your weaknesses against you.

			Dr. Walsh offered Trinity an indulgent, adoring smile. “Schedules are important to maintain. You know this, Little Divine.” He paused, tilted his head. “I think you’re old enough to be Lady Divine now.”

			The light in Trinity’s eyes dimmed as her sense of depression magnified, overshadowing every other emotion arcing across the bond.

			Dr. Walsh cupped her shoulder, causing Lilica’s stomach to twist. “Besides, separation from your sisters is necessary. What if your ability adversely affects Little—Lady Wicked, or vice versa? What if Lady Delirium adversely affects you both?”

			Jade could both steal and magnify, but only at much lower levels.

			“I don’t want to hurt my sisters,” Trinity said, head bowed. —I’m only happy when I’m with you. Without you, I’m not whole.—

			The words were spoken directly into Lilica’s mind. The words were spoken directly into Jade’s mind as well, despite the mental onslaught she already endured; and she wrapped her arms around her middle and stilled at last, the internal conversation distracting her.

			Dr. Walsh inhaled sharply. “Why did she finally stop? Are you speaking with her telepathically? Answer me!”

			Silence.

			Everyone suspected the Swans possessed the ability, but no one had ever been able to prove it.

			“We won’t hurt each other,” Lilica said. She would rather die. “You are a liar, Dr. Walsh, offering flimsy excuses to keep us apart.” To keep Trinity all to himself . . .

			Lilica’s stomach twisted harder.

			Dr. Walsh shuddered at the sound of her voice. Despite her anger, every word she uttered contained a musical lilt, as if she were singing a dark, haunting lullaby. He should have been used to the phenomenon by now. Even when she’d cried as an infant, she’d seemed to be singing.

			“We are stronger together, and it scares you,” she continued. “You fear what we can do.” In fact, she was certain the staff would have kept all three girls in different cities if daily contact hadn’t been so vital. Without a glance, a smile, or a conversation, the triplets began to shut down.

			“One more word out of you,” he said through gritted teeth, “and you will be punished.”

			Never beg, never break. Never back down. “One. More. Word,” she said, her eyes spitting hate at him.

			Trinity gasped with horror.

			—I want you happy always.— If Lilica had to deal with a punishment so Trinity and Jade could stay together, she would. To her, no one else mattered. Her sisters were the only people who cared about her well-being, the only people who understood her pain.

			Perhaps things would have been different out in the real world. But besides the staff at IOT, the only other living beings Lilica had ever interacted with were criminals being used as lab rats.

			A superbeing must hone her most lethal skills somehow.

			“Very well. You’ve earned your punishment.” Dr. Walsh waved toward the door. “Trinity. Jade. You have five seconds to walk out of this room.”

			So much for keeping them together.

			The girls remained in place, unwilling to leave Lilica to her fate.

			“Now you’ve lost dinner privileges,” he snapped. “Continue to defy me, and you’ll miss breakfast as well.”

			He planned to starve her sisters? Lilica’s anger sharpened into a nearly uncontrollable rage. She drew in an unsteady breath—calm, remain calm—and gazed anywhere but Dr. Walsh’s direction. She tried to avoid her reflection, too. An impossible goal. The small room had six walls, some made up of mirrored two-way glass, some painted black; together they formed a hexagon.

			Better to observe you with, my dear.

			She was a thorn among roses, a chameleon, sometimes as dark as her sisters were fair—but always with a heart to match. Or so the staff had told her.

			You are the true beauty, both Trinity and Jade had often whispered to her. We pale in comparison.

			Now Trinity remained fixated on her, ignoring Dr. Walsh, who’d reached into the pocket of his lab coat. No need to guess why. He had a syringe filled with happy juice.

			He’d been around since the beginning and considered himself an expert on all three Swans. He wasn’t, not even close, although he did recognize the signs of impending doom.

			—Go with him.— She would survive. —I’ll be fine.—

			“No breakfast,” Dr. Walsh announced, his voice lashing like a whip. “Next, you’ll receive ten lashes, same as Lilica.”

			—Go!—

			A muffled sob escaped Jade, but she stepped away from the wall.

			Trinity jumped up, tears welling in her crystalline eyes. “I’ll . . . I’ll take the lashes for Lilica. Please. Let me. I’d be so grateful to you, Dr. Walsh.”

			Lilica’s heart attempted to burst from her ribs, the already fragile organ desperate to escape this terrible moment. While her mind couldn’t decipher the sudden light in Dr. Walsh’s eyes, her heart could. It screamed, No! Never!

			She would die before she allowed Trinity to be hurt or, worse, indebted to the doctor.

			She stood and faced Dr. Walsh fully, a demand for his attention. He gave it . . . and he gulped, his beard bobbing with his Adam’s apple. Then he looked away. No one but her sisters had the stones to peer into her eyes for longer than a few seconds. Today her eyes were black as night, like the paint on the walls or . . . a midnight sky without stars. An expanse so vast that anyone who stared too deeply or for too long became lost, never to be found.

			“I hate you with every ounce of my being,” she said. He shuddered again. Like all the doctors here, he wore special earplugs whenever he was around her.

			An obstacle, but not a dead end. The device was a filter, not a block, able to dilute her voice voodoo but not mute it.

			“Your feelings are of no concern to me, and your defiance has earned you another ten lashes.” He approached her, lifting the syringe from his pocket.

			She reached out to clutch his wrist, knowing contact would strengthen her ability, and shouted, “Be still.” She pushed every ounce of her power into her vocal cords.

			He obeyed instantly. Excellent. Optimum levels!

			Elation joined her rage. But . . . any second, orderlies would burst into the room to grab her. She would be pinned to the ground, Dr. Walsh’s needle shoved into her neck. Hours later, she would wake up in her room, bound to her bed, vulnerable to whatever new abuse these people wished to inflict upon her. But she didn’t care.

			Threaten my sisters and suffer.

			“Lilica,” he began. Sweat dotted his brow, and the pungent scent of fear wafted from him.

			“Be silent,” she commanded, and again he obeyed in an instant.

			As his gaze widened with horror, hers slid to the only door, where a pad of lights glowed, indicating someone was punching in the code necessary for entry. “You will not enter this room,” she called.

			Though voodoo worked best with contact, it still worked without. The lights stopped flashing, and the door remained closed.

			Today is my day!

			Lifting to her tiptoes, she removed Dr. Walsh’s earplugs, then wrapped her fingers around his neck. The increased contact somehow comforted her—the warmth, the different textures, the very life that pulsed within another soul.

			Find comfort with her enemy? Never!

			Disgusted with herself now, she gazed deep into his eyes. “If I fail to kill you today, you will kill yourself. You will kill your colleagues too.” Always plan ahead.

			“Kill,” he repeated. “Myself. My colleagues.”

			Still at optimum levels! With the flip of a mental switch, she created suction between their flesh—a suction he couldn’t break without ripping out hunks of his skin. Not that he fought her.

			With another mental flip, her power gushed out of her and into him . . . rather than concentrating on his human characteristics, it focused on trace amounts of alien DNA. Well, well. He must have experimented on himself.

			His desire for more power would be his downfall. Her power met his, charging it like a battery. He shook. He seized. Sun-weathered skin turned red, and blood trickled from his eyes and nose, his body unable to contain so much excess so swiftly.

			She felt no pity, offered him no mercy. Little Wicked? Yes, oh yes. She was the coldhearted monster he’d trained her to be. She owed him pain.

			Suddenly the door opened. No, no, no. The orderlies must have summoned others, those she hadn’t compelled to stay out. Smart. Next time she would have to make sure to cover every base. They surged into the room, pulled at her, hit and kicked her, but they failed to separate her from Dr. Walsh.

			“Leave her alone!” Trinity shouted.

			“Don’t you dare touch her!” Jade screamed.

			The girls fought with all their might to reach her, determined to protect her from further injury. The orderlies turned their aggression on her sisters, striking with fists and steel-toed boots.

			“Stop!” Lilica shouted. “You will stop.”

			They didn’t.

			Argh! No more voodoo.

			She’d used too much power on Dr. Walsh—whose knees were in the process of buckling. He tumbled to the floor, taking her with him. Only then did the suction loosen.

			One of the orderlies pounced, shoving the syringe into her neck. She hissed at the sting. A stream of warmth in her veins . . . Darkness shrouded her mind.

			As she fought to remain awake, she laughed. “If he lives, he’s going to kill . . . you . . . all. . . .”

			Someone kicked her in the stomach, and air exploded from her lungs.

			—Lilica!— A cry from both her sisters. She didn’t have the strength to respond.

			No matter. Things at IOT would never be the same. Either Dr. Walsh’s colleagues would kill him, fearing what he would do if he lived, or he would do exactly as she’d commanded. He might be able to resist her voodoo for weeks, months, even years, but one day, he would obey her. The compulsion had taken root; she’d seen it in his eyes.

			These orderlies were doomed. One day, she and her sisters would be able to escape. One day, they would finally have a chance to live.

			As the darkness beckoned her deeper into the abyss, she smiled.

		

	
		
			1

			Help me.”

			The feminine whisper drifted through the hall. Dallas Gutierrez finished tying his boot and glanced up. No one had entered the small corridor. He straightened. As the sound of muted gunshots and squealing tires rang out, he solved his first case of the day. The TV was on.

			Clearly I’m the greatest Alien Investigation and Removal agent ever to live.

			But then, Dallas Gutierrez did his job the same way he did everything else, even bragging: with style. He was certain the one-night stand he’d left sleeping in bed would agree. Not that he would ever ask her. He shuddered. Waking her would defeat the purpose of tiptoeing into the hall to dress.

			And yeah, okay, leaving without saying good-bye was a total douche move—even when done with style—but both he and . . . Cori? Cadi? They’d agreed their time together would revolve around pleasure, not permanence.

			Dude. I even suck in style.

			To be honest, he deserved a participant ribbon for last night’s performance, not a gold medal. Picking a companion for the evening had become a chore, kind of like deciding which STD he preferred. And sex . . . sex had become a duty rather than a desire.

			“Help me.”

			As the second plea drifted into his awareness, he was forced to reopen the case file. The voice couldn’t have come from the TV. He recognized it.

			Shock and fury combined as Dallas reached for the pyre-gun holstered at his side. He inched forward. Maybe he should have invited his date to his place, where he controlled security, but only three people were ever allowed inside: Dallas himself, his friend Devyn, and, when he felt like being tortured, his boss, Mia. No one else ranked high enough on the DG scale of excellence to receive such a—dare he say it—amazing privilege.

			Yeah. He dared. Truth was truth.

			Footsteps soft, he rounded the corner, and the living room came into view. There were eight pieces of furniture: a floral-print couch, two matching chairs, a side table/serving cart, a coffee table, a TV, and two barstools. The only thing missing? The speaker.

			“Help me.”

			He stiffened as she crawled around the couch and, strength abandoning her, collapsed on the floor. Long blond hair tangled around an emaciated face, pale skin sagging over a delicate bone structure. Even her eyes sagged; they were bloodshot and framed by open sores rather than lashes.

			Trinity, queen of the Schön, would probably scare the boogeyman right now. Not that it mattered.

			The beautiful monster—now just a monster—had the power to emit a potent pheromone that lured unsuspecting men into her arms, no matter how ugly she happened to be, addicting the poor bastards to her taste. Those men would then find themselves infected with the Schön disease, faced with a gruesome choice: have sex with others to spread the disease, keeping it from feeding on their own bodies, or rot from the inside out, ultimately succumbing to the desire to eat human flesh.

			Yep. The bitch created sex-zombies.

			AIR had been on her trail for months, but she’d always managed to evade capture. Then she’d been sucked into a parallel universe by—no joke—Father Time, the actual biological father of an AIR agent, and Dallas had thought he’d seen the last of her. Three cheers!

			But now, here she was, back in his life. Three boos and a hiss.

			How had she found him?

			To his knowledge, she wasn’t able to teleport to specific people. And why the hell was she here, anyway? To seduce him, infect him, and place him under her command? She’d tried before and failed royally.

			As her gaze met his, she stretched a trembling arm in his direction. A sizzle of lust burned through him, disgusted him, and he stumbled backward, increasing the distance between them. At least the lust wasn’t genuine, and he wouldn’t have to scrub his hormones clean with bleach.

			“Your pheromones don’t work on me,” he reminded her.

			“Help. . . .”

			“You say help, but all I hear is please put the world out of its misery and kill me.” He crouched to withdraw a second gun.

			The SS—also known as the Schön Slayer. A special weapon created exclusively for her and her victims. A single shot might or might not kill her; it was designed to trap the disease inside her, providing time to figure out what to do next.

			The Schön disease was a separate alien life-form, according to the researchers at AIR. If the host died and that life-form wasn’t trapped, it would search out a brand-new sparkly host. A.k.a. the person in closest proximity.

			“You shouldn’t have come here,” he told Trinity. Once, she’d killed nearly an entire contingent of AIR agents. His coworkers. The only family he’d ever really had, and he wanted her to pay for it. And pay hard. “I’m enemy number one.”

			“Help . . . pleeease. . . .”

			Such desperation. How delightful! “Poor Trinity. Did you get yourself into a pickle and now hope to pull my heartstrings to convince me that you’ve—what? Changed? Atoned for your sins?” Too late. “I’ll tell you a secret. I don’t actually have a heart.” On the streets, he was known as the Heartless Foe.

			Resolve and relief swirled in the depths of her ocean blues, even as tears spilled down her cheeks.

			His brows knitted together. Why relief ? Did it really matter? Today he stopped her.

			He canted his head to tap his ear against his shoulder and turn on the internal cell phone he’d recently had installed.

			“Yo,” Mia said, her voice so clear she could have been standing beside him. “This better be important, Agent Gutierrez.”

			Mia Snow liked to act as tough as nails, but underneath her bark-that-was-just-as-bad-as-her-bite, she was actually a marshmallow—if the marshmallow was made with poison.

			“I’m in the presence of a Schön. The Schön, actually. She’s injured, even docile.”

			Her shock crackled over the line. “You’re kidding. If you’re kidding, I’m going to deep-fry your testicles for my afternoon snack.”

			“No need to break out the blowtorch, babe.”

			“Bless you! Is it contained?”

			It. How accurate. “Yes. It is. And I’d like permission to use it as target practice.”

			A pause. A heavy sigh. “Denied. Sorry, my friend, but hold your position without firing. Why take risks if we don’t have to? I’m dispatching a unit for pickup. Expect arrival in four minutes, thirty-eight seconds.”

			There was no need to rattle off his location. He knew the cell had been tracked the moment it had activated. “You spoil all my fun.”

			“I know! Because that’s how I have my fun.”

			He disconnected the call with another tap of his ear. While he sheathed the pyre-gun, he kept the other one, the SS, trained on his target. “We’ve got ourselves a good news/bad news situation here. Which do you want to hear first?”

			“Help. . . .”

			“The good news, then. You’re going to be locked up, probably studied like a lab rat. Bad news is you’re going to live. Wait. Did I fail to mention that the good and bad were meant for me?”

			Her relief completely overshadowed her resolve, which made exactly zero sense. “If live . . . they . . . live . . . die . . . they die.”

			They. Meaning the people she’d infected? Were the Schön forever tied to their queen, what happened to her happening to all? Well, well. Hello, beautiful loophole. “Why didn’t you say so sooner?” If he could neutralize all her people at once . . .

			Screw permission. This woman had already triggered one epidemic, with hundreds of lives lost. Why give her a chance to cause an actual pandemic, with thousands, maybe even millions, of casualties? If Trinity were stopped here and now, the others stopped with her, AIR wouldn’t have to hunt for her victims, the disease spreading all the while.

			“Enjoy your taste of karma, Trinity. I’d like to say it’s been a pleasure, but I never lie.” He squeezed the trigger.

			A soft whoosh sounded as a beam of liquefied fire blazed between them. Contact!

			Her entire body seized before going lax, smoke wafting from the new hole in her torso, the edges already cauterized. The light in her eyes dulled as she cried out in pain.

			Unlike his coworkers, he wasn’t burdened by remorse when it came to harming a target. Especially one that posed a threat to innocents.

			Harsh? Maybe. He didn’t exactly care.

			Harried, panicked, his date rushed around the corner. She trembled as she tied the belt of her robe. “What’s going—son of an Arcadian! You shot my couch. You shot my freaking couch!”

			“Stay back,” he snapped, wondering what he’d seen in her. Sure, she was everything he’d thought he needed to start enjoying the world of dating again. The once supposed ideal standard of beauty: a short, curvy blonde with blue eyes. Basically a replica of Trinity, before the disease had ravaged her appearance. But come on. Would a little calm have been amiss? “Return to the bedroom.”

			She did the opposite, stopping at his side because he’d outstretched his arm to block her from going farther. “You have two seconds to tell me why you shot my couch, or I’m calling the police. And who were you talking to?”

			Who else? “The woman on the floor. And I am the police, honey.”

			She scanned the small living room, a frown pulling at the corners of her mouth. “What woman?”

			Was she serious? “That—” He pointed, but Trinity’s image wavered . . . disappeared altogether.

			She’d been a hallucination?

			Cursing, he stomped to the spot where she’d lain. Excuse me, where I thought she’d lain. He swiped his gun through the air, encountered no resistance, and pressed his free hand against the hole he’d blasted in the couch. The fibers were hot but dry. Had the beam gone through a physical body before hitting the furniture, the fibers would have been ice-cold. A safety measure meant to prevent wildfires.

			Yep. Trinity had been a hallucination. And not his first this week. Not even his first this month!

			Cursing again, he straightened. What in all the worlds was wrong with him?

			“I’ll buy you a new couch,” he said through gritted teeth.

			“Damn right you will.” Capri? Cara? Mallery? She scrubbed a hand down her face. “Look. Why don’t you just go? I’ll call you a cab.”

			A few hours ago, this woman had begged him to stick around for a second marathon of bliss—her words, not his. Now she couldn’t wait to get rid of him, all because of a little gunplay.

			He’d told himself personality never mattered with a one-night stand. From now on? Personality came first. “Forget the cab. I’ll walk.” Which was exactly what he did—straight out of the apartment.

			When he reached the sidewalk outside, he fired up his cell phone. First he canceled the AIR unit. Mia had questions, and threats, but he faked static and hung up on her. Then he phoned his closest friend, Devyn. An alien. An outlaw alien. A royal outlaw alien. The man was king of the Targons, a race with the power to control other races, including humans.

			Dallas had been born a human, but after pyre-fire blasted a hole in his chest, nearly killing him, Mia’s husband, Kyrin, had fed him Arcadian blood to save him; he was now considered a hybrid with benefits. He could move faster than any eye could track, heal from nearly any injury in a matter of minutes, and dream visions of the future.

			A thought occurred to him. One he’d had before. What if the hallucinations were a new type of waking vision?

			The first one had featured a strange woman reclining in his favorite chair—naked—while sipping a glass of his favorite single malt. Her face had been alien, arresting with its sharp angles, but also exquisite. Absolutely unforgettable. Emerald tattoos had surrounded her catlike eyes, making it appear as if she wore a mask of butterfly wings. Those same twirling tattoos had decorated her forehead, but not like wings. Like vines of ivy. Tiny diamonds had outlined some of the ivy and formed patterns on her temples, but larger diamonds—at least a carat each—formed her eyebrows. Her cheekbones had been blade-sharp, and her lips had been a lighter shade of green than her tattoos.

			Her hair had been divided into what seemed to be a thousand braids, each long enough to reach her waist. At first, those braids were jet-black, but as he’d stared at her, unable to look away, the braids had lightened to a rich golden brown, then blue, then gold again, then finally black again. Her skin had undergone the same transformation. Black, gold, blue, gold again, black again. The same colors found in the blanket draped over the chair.

			No matter her coloring, her markings remained the same.

			Every inch of her had been flawless, even the parts covered in those sweeping, scrolling emerald tattoos, with diamonds embedded here and there. The sides of her arms, her wrists . . . her pretty thighs. Those symbols were elegant but odd; he’d never before seen their like, the edges dusted with glitter. Or, considering the diamonds, diamond powder.

			Her breasts had been plump, her waist small, and her hips heart-shaped. A perfect hourglass—and a perfect comparison. He’d counted every second he’d spent in her presence, praying time never ran out. But it had. At least he’d seen her again, and again.

			Now she haunted him, waking and sleeping. The beauty he never would have chosen in a dating lineup but couldn’t forget . . . and hadn’t stopped craving.

			She was the real reason he’d found romance so tedious lately. No other woman compared to her.

			“Look how pretty,” she’d said the first time. A bolt of sizzling lust had struck him as she’d cupped her mouthwatering breasts. “We can pretend. You like to pretend, yes? You are a man, and I am a woman, no problems between us.”

			The first time he’d experienced the hallucination—possible vision—he’d shoved his gun in her face and demanded answers. How had she gotten past his security?

			The barrel had whisked through her, hitting the back of the chair. A second later, her image had vanished.

			“You think you’re hallucinating,” Devyn said in lieu of a greeting, drawing him back to the present. “Or perhaps even having visions of the future.”

			The guy always knew everything about everything, and being surprised would have been a waste of Dallas’s valuable time.

			“Yes. Exactly.” Sunlight glared over box-shaped buildings made of materials capable of surviving a second human-alien war, if necessary. A myriad of people had opted to walk to work, congesting every direction. Gazes were glued to smartphones or hidden behind smart lenses, lives lived online rather than in person.

			Welcome to New Chicago.

			“What I don’t know is why,” he added.

			“Then get your ass over here,” Devyn said. “We’ll talk.”

			“Way ahead of you, king douche. I’m on my way now.”

			“If that’s true, why are you ignoring my driver?”

			Dallas skidded to a halt and scanned the cars on the road. A black limo was parked at the curb, a human waving at Dallas with one hand and holding open the back door with the other.

			Okay. He was officially surprised.

			He stalked across the distance and slid inside. Devyn reclined in the seat across from him. The cocky bastard wore a pin-striped suit that fit him so well it could only have been woven by magical sex fairies. Surely the only reason the guy laid more pipe than a plumber. Or rather, he used to lay more pipe than a plumber. Then he’d gotten married.

			Sucker!

			The door shut. The driver settled up front and a few seconds later, the car motored forward. Devyn offered Dallas a glass of viski. A single malt mixed with some kind of Targon sugar. He accepted with a muttered “Thanks” and drained the contents, the overpowering sweetness appealing to his Arcadian side.

			“By the way. I can tell you’ve been working on your scowl. It’s very manly. Good job.” Devyn claimed the empty glass and set it aside. “But I prefer your womanly smile.”

			“You only like my smile when I’m murdering your enemies.”

			Devyn beamed at him. “You know me too well.”

			“So which of your enemies would you like me to murder? Never mind. I’m going to pass on this amazing opportunity. My plate is already overflowing with excrement and my visions have only added a second helping.”

			“Dallas, darling, you’re whining when you have no reason to whine. I pay my people to clean your plate for you.”

			A laugh broke free, which was another surprise. No one, not even Devyn, should have been able to amuse him right now.

			“Anyone ever tell you that you should be a life coach?” Dallas asked him.

			“Yes. Unfortunately, I killed them all, so they no longer had need of a coach.” The Targon wiggled his brows, earning another laugh from Dallas. “But you’re right, you know. You are having visions of the future.”

			He rubbed the back of his neck. “How do you know?”

			“Because I’m a master—”

			“Bator,” he interjected. “Yeah. I’m aware. What does that have to do with the Schön?”

			Devyn snorted. “With me, humor is a man’s most expensive defense. Payment is always collected with my fists.”

			As if. No one had ever been more loyal than Devyn. The blessed few he loved, he loved. Nothing held back. There was no line he wouldn’t cross to protect and defend. In fact, he’d taken a bullet for Dallas—and Dallas had no doubt the Targon would do it again if ever he felt it necessary.

			“How do you know?” he repeated, as serious as the weapon he’d fired at Trinity.

			“As I was saying, I’m a master strategist.”

			He waited for Devyn to say more, but silence reigned. “Um. That’s great. Wonderful. But you’ve actually told me nothing.”

			A heavy sigh filled the space between them. “I’d heard rumors of Trinity’s return, so I found someone who was once very close to her and . . . asked a few questions.”

			“You mean you kidnapped and tortured someone who was once very close to her and demanded answers.”

			Devyn waved a dismissive hand. “The torture sessions have been so minor it’s hardly worth mentioning.”

			“I’m sure.” Dallas loved the Targon like a brother, but even he had to admit the guy had a cruel streak a mile wide.

			There was a slight chance Dallas maybe possibly might have possessed a cruel streak as well. During Devyn’s first—and only—official mission for AIR, they’d bonded as their target screamed in pain.

			Dallas had continued to work with the Targon off the books, and his admiration had only grown. Gets the job done, no matter the cost.

			Devyn changed the subject, asking about Dallas’s newest “date.”

			As the car bumped along the road, Dallas complained about being tossed out of the apartment like garbage. “I’m not just a piece of meat, you know.”

			“My wife would disagree. She says I’ve convinced her that we males are only as good as the—and I quote—peen between our legs.”

			Dallas deadpanned, “I love how she loves you.”

			“I know.” Devyn flattened a hand over his heart. “I’m adored.”

			They were still snickering about the mighty peen when the limo finally stopped. Dallas glanced out the window. A history-rich area on the edge of town, located by what had once been a beautiful hidden lake. Devyn’s home.

			The king smiled with relish. “Come. I’ll introduce you to my informant.”

			“Male? Female?”

			“Female.” The door opened, sunlight spilling into the vehicle. Devyn emerged, and Dallas followed.

			They stood before a château-inspired mansion, its impressive stone walls rising to four stories. He sniffed and frowned, suddenly overcome by the odd—and far too pleasing—scent of freshly cut roses and aged wood set ablaze in a campfire, though there were no gardens nearby. No plant life of any kind, really. No campfires or fire pits.

			Another sniff. The scents seemed to come from the detached garage.

			“How long have you had the woman locked away?” he asked.

			“Only a few weeks.”

			Only. “What’s her connection to Trinity?”

			“My wife has begun to remember bits of her past. Not just life in the vampire underground, but her first months topside. Those memories led me to a mostly abandoned shadow lab—the Institute of Otherworld Technology. I broke in and, while there, found information about the Schön disease. I also discovered two females who were living there, a green-skinned otherworlder who escaped, and the woman you’re soon to meet. Her name is Lilica Swan.”

			Lilica Swan. A delicate name. Practically a song . . . a lullaby.

			“Were the two females part of the staff or were they patients?”

			“Lilica hasn’t confirmed or denied either option. No matter my . . . persuasions, she’s remained mute on the subject.”

			“Has she told you anything?”

			“Not nearly enough. Let’s question her together, shall we?”
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			Lilica Swan sat in the center of her cage. She’d remained like this for weeks . . . or mere days? Though the barred walls were so tall she could stand to her full five-foot-nine-inch height, she preferred this position. She could observe the happenings around her without drawing unwanted attention. A predator’s trick of the trade.

			To her right, four armed guards played holocards. They discussed recent conquests in detail and elbowed each other in the ribs. To her left loomed “the table.” Knives of every shape and size were scattered over the surface. The Targon who’d captured her liked to stroke one or six while speaking with her.

			Once he’d used the serrated blade on her. He’d held her motionless with a stream of energy and cut shallow lines into her neck, arms, and legs. A painful and humiliating process. Other times, he’d stabbed her outright.

			She’d healed, of course, but as weak and malnourished as she was, she’d healed slower than usual. The last wound he’d inflicted had yet to fade.

			Memories of her torment sparked flames of rage deep in her chest. Can’t use my powers on him. Not yet, not yet.

			When the time came, well, she would ensure he got his.

			Though she still couldn’t amph another person’s life force without skin-to-skin contact, her abilities had only grown stronger over the years, her skills more honed. She could amph—and kill—within seconds. The biggest obstacle, currently—she couldn’t amph effectively and use voice voodoo at maximum capacity in the same day. For the best results, she had to choose one or the other and follow through; no changing her mind midway.

			“—ordered not to go near her?”

			Her ears twitched as the guards brought her into their conversation. Doing her best to appear bored—listen in? what? who? me?—she attended to their next words.

			“Why else? Because she’s his sex slave.”

			“The greedy bastard doesn’t like to share.”

			“Who does?”

			“Especially a woman like her.”

			Silence fell over the group as all four males studied her with renewed interest. One gaze burned with malevolence while another crackled with lust. Both expressions were familiar to her. Two of the men regarded her with . . . compassion?

			She couldn’t be sure, considering she’d so rarely encountered it.

			The Targon had commanded the foursome to wait outside every time he’d visited; they had no idea what he actually did to her. She’d assumed he’d wanted no witnesses to his crimes, but now she wondered. . . .

			Did he suspect the two with maybe, maybe not compassion in their eyes would try to help her?

			“If she keeps her mouth shut, he’ll never know he’s shared her,” Malevolent said.

			“Oh, he’ll know,” Lustful replied with a shudder. “He always knows.”

			“Believe me when I say you don’t go against the orders of Devyn Targon and live to tell the tale. Just . . . don’t go near her.”

			She dubbed him Not As Dumb As the Other Guys, or Nadatog.

			He shifted in his seat, clearly uncomfortable. “Okay? All right?”

			She smiled her coldest smile at Malevolent. Come near me . . . dare you.

			He snapped his teeth at her, but he also slid his gaze away from her. The latter was a usual occurrence with almost everyone, and one she should have been used to.

			Lustful finished off his beer, banged his chest, and belched. “No man is ever as bad as his own legend,” he said, acting brave.

			“You’re right. Devyn is worse.”

			She named him Might Actually Survive My Wrath. A.k.a. Masmw.

			“The Targon won’t ever know he has reason to strike at me.” Malevolent stroked his chin, thoughtful. “I don’t think the girl even knows how to speak. Or how to move.”

			Now a slow grin lifted the corners of Lustful’s mouth. “I bet I could get her to move.”

			Crude laughter echoed from the walls.

			Suddenly the only set of usable doors opened, light spilling into the building . . . garage? . . . to illuminate the dust motes dancing through the air. The guards leaped to their feet, Lilica forgotten, the pungent odor of lust quickly replaced by the tang of motor oil, fear, and—she sniffed—the surprisingly floral scent she would forever associate with Devyn. Today, there was another scent mixed into the mélange. Something new and incredibly sweet.

			Hinges squeaked as the door slammed shut, and Lilica maintained strict control over her ability to blend into her surroundings. Control she’d honed over the years.

			Two imposing male figures stepped from the shadows. The king and a companion.

			While the Targon was as beautiful as ever, her gaze simply grazed over him, snared by the other man. Finally!

			She’d found the blue-eyed man Jade had warned her about. The one her sister had claimed she would meet through the Targon. The very reason Lilica had allowed herself to be “abducted” in the first place.

			He was the key to finding Trinity.

			His dark hair could have used a trim, and yet it provided the perfect frame for his face—a face both rough and gorgeous.

			He’s a warrior and a seducer. To her surprise, he took her breath away.

			Bronzed skin spoke of a Spanish heritage, but ethereal eyes of arctic blue hinted at alien ancestors. No, not just hinted. Screamed. He was an Arcadian. A strong one, judging by the buzz of power even now reaching out to stroke her, which meant he had to come from one of the more prominent families. But the only other Arcadians she’d encountered possessed fair hair and skin.

			Was he, perhaps, a hybrid like her?

			She scrutinized the rest of him, and any air she’d managed to return to her lungs was snatched all over again. His body was a masterpiece of muscle and sinew. Strength radiated from him, so much a part of him it was like a second layer of skin.

			Her mouth watered, her own body suddenly hungry . . . starved.

			Her brow furrowed with confusion. Hungry for what? Him?

			His gaze pursued her languidly before lifting and colliding with hers. She gasped as a zing of electricity arced between them.

			He missed a step.

			Unlike most people, he didn’t look away or stare at her as if she were a circus freak. He eyed her with . . . appreciation?

			“Leave us,” the Targon commanded in his smooth voice.

			In seconds, the guards beat feet outside.

			In front of her cage, the Targon smiled with his customary smugness. “How’s my favorite prisoner?”

			Until she knew exactly what these two men could and couldn’t do, and what they did and didn’t plan for her, she had no desire to use voice voodoo, revealing her ace and demolishing her best defense.

			So she batted her lashes at him and said, “Why don’t you come in here and find out, handsome?”

			Arctic Eyes jerked as if he’d been punched. Liked the timbre of her voice, did he? He wasn’t the first, and he wouldn’t be the last.

			The Targon had never reacted to it, and today was no exception. He clenched a fist over his heart, as if wounded. “I know a death threat when I hear one, beauty, and yours might as well have been a dagger through the heart. However shall I recover?”

			He called her “beauty” only as a taunt.

			The other man said nothing. And never removed his gaze from her. Seconds passed in silence, adrenaline and something else, something she couldn’t name, scorching her veins.

			In the whole of her life, she’d had almost nil interaction with anyone other than her sisters, the old farts who’d raised her, and the aliens and humans they’d brought to the lab with orders for her to boost or kill; she had no idea how to react to the physical sensations this man evoked.

			“A dagger through your heart,” she finally said, her gaze returning to Devyn. She sighed wishfully. “A girl can dream.”

			“Yes, she can.” He stalked to the table and stroked the hilt of a blade. “But should she?”

			How predictable. What he didn’t know? There was nothing he could do to her that she hadn’t already endured. And a thousand times worse!

			For a moment she wondered what would have happened if he’d brought her here and pampered her. If he’d simply asked his questions rather than demanded answers. If he’d treated her with kindness.

			He would have thrown her for a loop, that was certain. She might have cooperated fully. Perhaps they could have worked together.

			When he’d sneaked into the lab, she’d hidden with Jade. Intimately acquainted with every hidden nook and cranny of the building, they couldn’t be found if they didn’t want to be found. Especially Lilica. But Jade had seen into his mind . . . had caught glimpses of Trinity and her interactions with the arctic-eyed man. . . .

			At that point, Lilica would have tied herself up and presented herself to Devyn on a silver platter. Instead, she’d moved to a hiding place he could easily unearth and pretended to be shocked and dismayed when he’d discovered her.

			He grinned at his friend. “Did I mention my prisoner is a sasshole?”

			Arctic Eyes shook his head, the action clipped.

			Well. She’d been called much, much worse. “Don’t leave me in suspense, Targon. I’m metaphorically dying of curiosity. What’s your friend’s name?” Act casual. “Does he get to play with me too?”

			Finally the male in question spoke up. “I’m Dallas.”

			The coarse resonance of his voice caused her nerve endings to heat. She frowned. People reacted to her; she didn’t react to people. “Like the city in New Texas?”

			Silence.

			“Like the old TV show,” Devyn answered for him, clearly amused with himself.

			“Well, whatever you want to know about me,” she said, “I won’t tell you willingly. You’ll have to beat it out of me.” No more waiting, she decided. Once she got Devyn inside the cell, she would finally amph him, causing his own ability to control her motions to kill him. Then she could deal with Arctic Eyes.

			“Beating you.” The Targon tapped a finger against his chin. “Isn’t that what I’ve been doing?”

			“You’ve been love-tapping me.” Was goading him a too-obvious tell? Maybe, maybe not. But she had no other recourse at her disposal. “I hate to break it to you, big boy, but acting like a pussy is the leading cause of uterine cancer in men.”

			His amber eyes narrowed, while Arctic Eyes barked out a laugh.

			That laugh . . . her nerve endings boiled.

			“Oh, don’t you worry, beauty. I won’t be a pussy. I’ll be a complete dick, you have my word.” Devyn picked up the serrated blade, the silver metal glinting in the light cast by the single bulb hanging over her cage.

			“You’d do that for me? My hero!”

			Contrary to his boast, he said, “We’ll start today’s Q and A with something easy. You spent time with the Schön queen, but you aren’t infected with her disease.”

			His friend stiffened. Why? When their gazes met a second time, his expression revealed nothing.

			She faked a yawn. “I didn’t hear a question.”

			Devyn exchanged the serrated blade for one with a hook. “This morning Dallas had a five-star vision of shooting her, and I’d like to do my part, ensuring that vision comes true. So. You’re going to tell us whether you’re immune to the disease, and if so, how you’re immune, how you know Trinity, if she’s contacted you recently, and anyplace you think she might go to hide.”

			A barbed lump grew in Lilica’s throat. Seeing into the future was an Arcadian ability. The same ability Jade possessed. If Dallas had had a vision of shooting Trinity . . . most likely killing her . . .

			If he hoped to kill her . . .

			He would do so.

			No. No! Lilica would die first. He would die first. Her hands curled into fists.

			Metal banged against her cage, making her gasp.

			Devyn stood in front of the door, she realized.

			“Do I have your undivided attention, beauty?”

			He wasn’t inside the cage, but he was within reach. If she could get her hands on him before he gained control of her motions . . .

			How would Dallas respond? With violence?

			Worth the risk.

			He hadn’t moved from his spot, and his expression remained blank, as if he’d completely removed himself from the situation. Except . . . the pulse at the base of his neck beat swiftly, and like hers, his hands had curled into fists, his knuckles white.

			“You have my undivided attention,” she said. “Let’s see if I can get yours.”

			She dove toward Devyn—

			Contact! Her fingers curled around his wrists, her flesh instantly adhering to his.

			“Aw. You wanted to hold my hand?” Devyn smiled. “How adorable.”

			Silent, she pushed a charge through their link. The charge returned to her. He had defenses she’d never before encountered; they were almost like firewalls in a computer. No matter. She sent another charge, and another, until those firewalls thinned . . . vanished. He didn’t fight her, because she wasn’t hurting him—she was helping him. Or so it seemed. . . .

			She sent another charge, this one strong enough to make his body quake.

			His eyes widened, and his indulgent smile disappeared. He tried to yank his hand from hers, realized they were stuck together, and yanked harder. Again it proved unsuccessful, allowing her to hit him with yet another bolt of power.

			Scowling, he yanked with every bit of power she’d just fed him and finally broke the suction. Agonizing pain ripped through her, and she bellowed, stumbling backward. The scent of old pennies filled the air, and she peered at her hand. She’d removed hunks of his skin, the mutilated tissue dripping crimson onto the cement floor.

			Devyn gave her a faux pout, seemingly impervious to his own wounds. “I hate to add more bloodstains to your clothing, beauty, but you’re going to bleed buckets before I’m finished with you.”

			Dallas stepped in front of him, as if to have a go at her himself. But . . . he just stood there. Intending to stop his friend before he hurt her?

			Wishful thinking. No doubt he wanted a front-row seat to her downfall. And she would fall. At least for a little while. Devyn’s words were more than a scare tactic; they were a vow.

			Never let them see your pain. “You call what I’m wearing clothing?” She tsked and smiled at him. The glow-in-the-dark jumpsuit was a staple of IOT and all she’d ever worn. “You are too kind. And haven’t you heard? Blood is the new black.”

			Both men peered at her, silent. Baffled by her boldness?

			They shared a look, but still didn’t speak a word, and she wondered if they could communicate telepathically the way she and Jade did. A link she’d struggled to maintain since her capture. Because of the distance between the garage and the institute, she had to use more power than she could spare, which was why she’d only checked in once a day as proof of life.

			Devyn tapped a bloody finger to his chin, leaving a smear of crimson. A smear that should have been obscene—on him it was right at home. “Either you’re afraid of what Trinity will do to you if she finds out you betrayed her—which means you fear the wrong person. I will do much, much worse than she could ever dream—or you like her, maybe even consider her a friend. Otherwise you’d help us. So tell me. Which is it?”

			Panic threatened to overtake her. The more they knew about Lilica’s connection to Trinity, the less her chances of success. Reveal nothing. “You’re the world’s worst host.” Blithe smile. “Why would I want to help you with anything?”

			He arched a brow. “Do you think she’s going to swoop in and save you? She won’t, I assure you. I’ve never met a more self-serving individual—and I meet myself every day.” He shrugged. “I told you the day I found you I wouldn’t hurt you if you told me everything you know about Trinity. The deal still stands.”

			“Why should I believe you?” She ran a finger along her neck, where he’d last sliced her. “What makes you think I know anything?”

			“Perhaps my Spidey senses are tingling.”

			She didn’t understand the reference—unless his DNA had been spliced with a spider’s in a lab? Whatever. She would never tell him the truth or even attempt to weave a lie. The scientists had lied to her always, about everything and nothing. A beating was preferable to emulating the ones she despised.

			Devyn’s head tilted to the side, his examination of her intensifying. “What’s your endgame?”

			Easy. Once Lilica had dealt with Dallas, the newest threat to Trinity’s life, then found and cleansed her eldest sister of the Schön—somehow, some way—the Swans would leave New Chicago for good and start over.

			Start over? Please. They’d finally start. Live for the first time, do normal things like grocery shop and date. Move into a normal house. Drive a car. Host a cocktail party. Celebrate the holidays like a real family. The way she’d seen families celebrate through Jade’s visions. Maybe Lilica would even fall in love with a tall, dark, and handsome man, get married, and have children.

			A dull pang of longing struck her.

			Could she have children? Should she? She was part of an experiment gone wrong, not human and not alien, but the worst of both. If ever another research lab or government agency learned of her abilities, she would be hunted to the ends of the earth, and so would her kids. Their lives would end up as terrible as hers. No, thanks.

			“Tell him,” Dallas said, those arctic blues no longer cold but hot on her. “Please.”

			Her eyes widened. His voice! The epitome of sex. And his plea! Why? Why would he beg, willingly revealing a weakness?

			“I . . .” Want to obey him. She sucked in a shocked breath. Did he possess his own version of voice voodoo? Resist! “No. I won’t.”

			“Very well. If blood is the new black,” Devyn said, “you’ll be very pleased with what happens next.” In a single fluid motion, he withdrew a gun from the holster at his side, aimed at her, and squeezed the trigger.

			No time to react. A whoosh of air, a sharp sting in her neck where a dart embedded in her vein . . . A rush of warmth tugged her toward a never-ending pit of darkness. . . .

			Son of a scientist! He’d drugged her while his friend distracted her. She fought to retain her lucidity, but her knees were too weak to hold her weight and soon crumpled. “Both . . . will . . . pay. . . .”

			“That’s right,” Devyn said. “You will pay. Nighty-night now, beauty. You’ll discover your punishment as soon as you wake.”

			Wake . . . wake . . . she had to stay awake. . . .

			Her mind raced back to another time she’d ended up like this: drugged with predators around her. The time she’d attempted to kill Dr. Walsh. He’d survived, but his coworkers had feared for their lives, as she’d suspected they would, and locked him away, ensuring he remained comatose. She’d wondered why they hadn’t just killed him themselves, but they’d known something she hadn’t. Not until eight years later, when Walsh woke up and slit his own throat—and then, because her compulsion was so strong, he had risen from the grave to pick off his coworkers one by one. Even those who no longer worked at IOT.

			A horror movie come to life.

			She had no idea where he was now or what he was doing. She’d lost track of him.

			And because the lab was top-secret, independent of any other affiliation and operating completely in the black zone with zero paper trails, no one had shown up asking questions or demanding answers.

			Walsh’s actions had marked the end of her torturous existence and the beginning of her fresh start.

			Suddenly the lab had been devoid of employees, and with no one there to drug Lilica and Jade, they’d soon begun to operate at full capacity. For the first time in their lives, they’d had complete access to the computers and recordings . . . and antidotes. . . .

			The antidote to sedation! Hidden in the sole of her shoe as a “just in case.”

			She tried to reach it, but her arm was far too heavy. And so were her eyelids. They closed so tightly she couldn’t pry them open. All too soon, darkness swallowed her whole.
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			Dallas reeled as a thousand and one thoughts rolled through his head. This woman . . . she was the one he’d seen in his first waking vision. The naked intruder who’d reclined in his chair, drunk his single malt, changed color like a chameleon, and asked oh, so seductively to play a game of pretend.

			With her sharp angles and even sharper tongue, she wasn’t even close to his type, but . . . he wanted her in his bed at his earliest convenience. Or now. Yes, now would do.

			After she’d been nailed with Devyn’s drug, she’d changed colors again and again, even silver like the bars around her. When finally she’d fallen, she’d remained black from head to toe, perhaps his favorite. But really, color didn’t matter. Alien or human didn’t matter. Only the heart within. Problem was, he had no idea what type of person he was dealing with here.

			And okay. He couldn’t stop looking at her, and he was totally contradicting himself about only the heart within mattering. She was just so damn beautiful. She was tall and slender with a glorious ebony mane of braids. At her temples, the braids were twined with a string of blood-red rubies. A perfect match for her lips. Blood-red today, but always heart-shaped. Provocative and provoking.

			Up close and personal, he realized her eyes weren’t simply catlike; they had the allure of a Teran’s. Before her eyes had closed for the final time, her irises had been deep, an endless span of ocean crowned by the darkest night.

			Every time she’d looked at him, he’d been set adrift in that ocean, lost and drowning. The worst part? He’d had no desire to be saved.

			He took in the rest of her. She had pointy ears—too damn adorable—and those prominent cheekbones. In contrast, she had a delicate nose. The diamonds forming her eyebrows glittered with otherworldly radiance.

			When she’d attacked Devyn, Dallas had caught a glimpse of the emerald green butterfly wings etched into the corners of her eyes and the strands of ivy etched across her forehead. The markings weren’t tattoos, exactly. They couldn’t be. At certain angles, they appeared iridescent, as much a part of her skin as a freckle or birthmark. He’d only ever seen those markings twice before. Once on the woman in his vision and once . . . on . . . what race? He couldn’t remember the name, could only remember the people had been experimented on before total extinction.

			The extinction had happened before his time. But when he was a plucky AIR trainee, he’d spent most of his free time studying different human-alien battles, as well as the strengths and weakness of the creatures who’d lived and died so that he could better defeat the ones still in existence.

			A feminine moan pulled him out of his head and into a haze of lust he struggled to control.

			The prisoner moaned, nothing more, and he shot hard as a rock?

			Not exactly the greatest start to their relationship. And they would have a relationship. His visions had never lied.

			The rest of her skin glittered as if it had been dipped in fairy dust, not quite as vibrant as her marks, but still gorgeous, as well as an effect he’d only ever seen on Targons. But she wasn’t a Targon. Devyn recognized his own, and he would have pegged her at moment one.

			Those sharp cheekbones and pointy ears lent a shocking wildness to an otherwise serene beauty. Even better, she had a voice like sex. A voice that was sex. The raspy pitch had stroked over him, making him think of a feather at the end of a flogger.

			The scent of roses and a campfire ablaze with aged wood was stronger here, and most assuredly wafted from her. It only made him want her more. Must taste. . . .

			She wasn’t a sweetheart with a ready smile, the kind of woman a lawman like him should want. This girl had a mouth on her. Hold me back! Her mouth. Over and over again his attention had returned to it. So lush and red . . . decadence made flesh.

			She was exotic, unique, and that had to be the draw. But honestly, he thought he would have wanted her even if he were blindfolded. That scent . . . that screw me and screw me hard voice . . .

			He motioned to the cage with a jerk of his chin. “Open it.”

			Devyn sighed. “If you tell me your conscience is bothering you . . .”

			He simply lifted a brow.

			With another sigh, Devyn opened the cage. Dallas stalked inside, crouched beside the exotic beauty, and gently rolled her to her back. As he touched her, her skin turned the same olive color as his own.

			She was a chameleon.

			Despite the blood, dirt, and grime caked on her, she still managed to shimmer.

			A suspicion about her had danced at the periphery of his mind since the moment he’d laid eyes on her, and now solidified. “She’s related to Trinity.”

			“Hell, no.” Devyn crouched beside him. “I would have noticed a resemblance.”

			“They have a similar bone structure. Same oval face. Same prominent cheekbones that gracefully taper to a strong chin.”

			“ ‘Gracefully taper’? Did you acquire a degree in hideous poetry in the past hour?” His friend’s tone was as dry as the air in No Man’s Land. Then he cursed. “My boy, I think you’re right.”

			Perhaps the two females were cousins. Maybe even half sisters. Either way, he could use Lilica to draw Trinity out of hiding.

			“She isn’t diseased, is she?” he asked, seeking reassurance even though his friend had already provided the answer.

			“She’s definitely clean. I had tests done before I brought her here.”

			She wasn’t Schön, then. But what was she? The power she radiated . . . he felt as if he’d been hit by shrapnel, with too many bits and pieces to identify a single source. His Arcadian side had reacted oddly to it, buzzing with a need to escape her and to draw her closer. He thought he understood the latter, though. Once, when she’d glanced in his direction, his Arcadian side had hinted at a very dark future—she planned to kill him.

			Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. . . .

			Devyn had mentioned Dallas’s pop-a-cap vision.

			Was that the reason Lilica now wanted him dead?

			Whatever the reason, she would fail.

			But he would not. He would use her as bait. Which meant, he would have to spend time with her. Could he resist her potent allure, or would he willingly risk his life in an attempt to seduce her?

			Her in his chair, drinking his whiskey . . . Yeah. He’d risk it.

			Desire wasn’t always a weakness; sometimes it could be a weapon.

			“I may not survive my association with her,” he admitted. But what a way to go.

			Devyn stiffened. “Well, then. She dies today.”

			To the Targon, all threats to Dallas were to be eliminated immediately, no questions asked. No investigation.

			“Your bromantic gestures always warm my heart, but I’m asking you to stand down just this once.” Dallas traced a fingertip along Lilica’s jaw. Softer than silk. “I’m taking her with me.”

			“Like hell. She’s not diseased—she’s worse. My people once warred with hers. The Falle.”

			Falle. Yes! The exterminated—well, the nearly exterminated race. Predators to the core. Chameleons able to vanish at will. Wily, even deceitful, with off-the-charts possessive instincts.

			“For the first time in my reign, we almost lost a battle.” Devyn held up his arm, revealing the five finger-long wounds that hadn’t yet regenerated. “This one amplifies.”

			“And that’s bad because . . . ?”

			“With a single touch, she can make you stronger. Too strong.”

			Again he said, “And that’s bad because . . . ?”

			“Think of it this way. Right now you are able to run faster than the human eye can track. But after contact with her, you would be able to break the sound barrier, and you wouldn’t be able to stop yourself. You would run until you died. If your body could contain that kind of power for any real length of time.”

			Was that her plan, then? Kill him with his own alien abilities? “You have a way to neutralize her, I’m assuming.”

			“Of course,” Devyn replied without missing a beat. “I’ll cut off her hands.”

			Of course. “There’s no other less . . . damaging way?”

			His friend pursed his lips. “You’re losing your edge, and it’s embarrassing.”

			“Just tell me what you know.”

			“Fine. My people have indeed developed a poison that neutralizes the abilities of otherworlders, but the effects wear off quickly, lasting no longer than twenty-four hours. And the drug can be easily counteracted by a shot of doctored adrenaline.”

			“I’ll keep her away from extreme sports,” Dallas replied drily.

			“I said doctored adrenaline. There’s a difference.”

			“Give me two weeks’ worth of doses for her.” Surely he could spread the word of her capture and draw Trinity out of hiding within that time frame.

			Let’s do this. He straightened to his full six-foot-three height, and her skin returned to that luscious black. “Also, I’m going to need a few hours to get my shit together. Do not—I repeat, do not—hurt her while I’m gone. You do, and I will be highly displeased.”

			There were cuts and bruises on her neck, arms, and legs, and probably more under her clothes. Dallas wasn’t against the use of torture whenever warranted—he believed in equal opportunity and all that garbage. But he didn’t like the thought of Lilica’s lovely face twisted with pain or her voice screaming with torment rather than moaning with pleasure.

			The protective instincts could be linked to his desire for her, but the intensity of that desire baffled him—until he remembered the pheromone Trinity released. He’d assumed it came from the Schön, but perhaps it came from a shared familial line.

			Devyn scowled at him. “What the hell is this?”

			“What the hell is what?”

			“This look.” A finger zigzagged in front of his face. “Are you fantasizing about our bait?”

			Bait. The guy had already deduced Dallas’s plan. Shocker. “Now you’re the one being ridiculous. She isn’t my type.” The absolute truth. And yet . . .

			She tried to amph and kill my friend, and I got a hard-on for her.

			Well, another hard-on for her.

			Devyn’s scowl only deepened. “Do yourself a favor and remain detached with her.”

			Something in his tone hinted at a deeper meaning. “You’re going to use her to amplify your powers, aren’t you?” Dallas demanded. “You think you’re going to stop her before she goes too far.”

			“Think is incorrect. I will use her, and I will stop her before she goes too far.”

			Power-hungry Devyn. Nothing new there.

			“There was another girl at the institute,” Devyn added. “I sensed her but couldn’t find her. I’ve had an agent watching the place since I left with Lilica.”

			“Which agent?”

			“John No Last Name.”

			John, who’d been little more than a feral animal the last time Dallas had seen him. Poor guy had only recently been found and freed after months of torture—his skin flayed from his body over and over again.

			“Perhaps the other girl will help convince Lilica I’m the lesser of two evils,” Devyn concluded.

			Dallas couldn’t come up with a valid reason to argue over the matter. Lilica meant nothing to him. Proof: the slight prick of irritation in his chest stemmed from a sense of urgency to find Trinity, not a desire to protect Lilica.

			“I meant what I said. Don’t touch her while I’m gone, or you and I are going to have a problem.” He didn’t want her skin to match his friend’s. Only his. And when it changed again and again, he wanted the sight to belong to his eyes and no one else’s. “The only contact she’s to have is with the needle you use to dose her.”

			Devyn studied him for a long, silent moment. Understandable. Dallas had never spoken to his friend so harshly. To everyone but his enemies, Dallas was a happy-go-lucky bachelor without a care. In this, he blamed Lilica and her mystical appeal.

			“All right,” Devyn said with a nod. “Consider it done. I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

			“I don’t, but that’s not going to stop me.”

			[image: ]

			Bang, bang.

			Lilica dreamed of taking over IOT . . . of the day she finally uncovered the truth about herself and her sisters. Turned out they were a mix of twenty-three alien races, plus the human race, and each girl exhibited different dominant qualities found within the different species.

			Jade took after the Maleahdolla, a warrior race feared throughout the galaxies. Their ability to read the minds of others gave them an edge in combat, technological advances, medicine, and even relationships.

			Lilica took after the Falle, a corrupt race AIR had tried to exterminate during the human-alien war. And AIR wasn’t the first to try! Centuries ago, the Falle had nearly been obliterated by the Maleahdolla. The survivors were enslaved and used to amph their masters. But the Falle—insidious creatures who strengthened themselves by killing others—had bonded their lives to the lives of their captors, ensuring one race could not survive without the other.

			Her voice voodoo came from the vampires. A specific vampire, actually, someone identified only as “the bride.”

			Trinity took after the Forførn, a seductive race lovely beyond compare, with saliva as addictive as any drug. They’d once been hunted and used as sex slaves, but were now nearing extinction.

			Something else they’d learned? Years ago, the staff at IOT had decided to use Trinity’s beauty and abilities to their advantage by sending her on a dangerous mission. Of course, they’d threatened to kill her sisters if she failed to return. Her objective: Find the king of the Schön and, through any means necessary, obtain a sample of his DNA.

			She’d obtained a sample of his DNA, all right. Inside her veins! She’d absorbed his alien life force—a parasite—and in the ensuing weeks, the infection had spread through both her mind and her body, completely taking over.

			Telepathic conversations with her had ceased, their bond to their eldest sister broken. Sweet, shy Trinity had then seduced her way out of the lab, infecting several doctors and guards. Doctors and guards who’d soon sickened. They were contained, studied, and eventually rotted to death inside their cells.

			Once Lilica and Jade gained their own freedom, they’d left the lab for the first time in their lives, hoping to find and save their sister. But the crowds had been more than Jade could withstand, the onslaught of thoughts and possible futures . . . of evil . . . making her crazed. For Lilica, the stares had been disconcerting. In a world filled with humans and otherworlders of every kind, she and Jade were still freaks. Dejected and ill prepared, they’d returned to the lab.

			Bang! Bang!

			Lilica awoke with a jolt and jerked upright. A flood of dizziness sent her crashing back onto the mattress. A soft mattress, not like her hard cot at the institute, or the cold concrete floor in her new cell.

			The cell . . .

			Memories swamped her, and anger sparked.

			Devyn . . . Dallas. That stupid dart.

			When the dizziness subsided, she sat up slowly, gingerly, and catalogued her surroundings. A spacious room with four white walls and a closed metal door. The only piece of furniture was the mattress she rested upon. A stack of clothes and a basket of toiletries perched at its foot.

			There was no sign of her captors.

			Nausea churned in her stomach as she stood to shaky legs. Deep breath in . . . out . . . Cool air kissed her bare skin. Bare? Heart hammering, she looked down. Her filthy scrubs had been removed, but her plain white bra and panties were still firmly in place.

			Which man had stripped her?

			Did it really matter? When cameras recorded every aspect of your life from birth to adulthood, a panel of men and women watching from the other side of a two-way mirror, you never developed a sense of modesty. Of course, as soon as she’d learned to control her ability to camouflage, no one had been able to watch her do anything. They’d had to track her through a metal wrist cuff she’d been unable to remove until taking over the lab.

			Her balance steadied as she searched the basket. No razor, only soaps and lotions. Great for beautification, useless for defense.

			Bang, bang, bang.

			Once again, she jumped. The sound came from beyond the door.

			She ignored the clothes. Countless times, her jumpsuits at the institute had been washed with chemicals meant to alter her state of mind. She quietly padded across the room and tested the doorknob. Unlocked. The Targon and the Arcadian were suspicious bastards; they wouldn’t trust her with a button, much less give her free rein here, wherever here was.

			If they’d wanted the door locked, it would have been locked. Neither was the type to make such a critical mistake. So. This had to be a trap of some sort. She used a stream of power she couldn’t afford to lose to force a thought out of her head and into Jade’s.

			—I’ve been transferred to a new location. Don’t know where I am, or what’s planned, but I’ve found the arctic-eyed man.—

			Unlike every time before, the power fizzled before leaving her, and she frowned. She tried again . . . with the same results. She waited one minute . . . two . . . breathing deeply, hoping for a reply, but only silence greeted her. Her hands curled into fists. What had Dallas and Devyn done to her?

			She couldn’t risk trying again. Already she’d used up the energy needed for cloaking. If she lost any more, she would have no protection against her captors.

			As she sneaked into the hallway, the anger she’d lived with most of her life blazed with new heat. The males planned to kill Trinity. They had to die . . . but not until after they’d helped her find Trinity.

			No. Can’t risk it.

			Never wait to slay. Missed opportunities only led to regrets.

			Her captors needed to die, so they would die.

			The smell of warm syrup and—Lilica sniffed—raspberry jam saturated the air, but there was an even sweeter scent . . . the one she’d encountered in the cell, when Dallas arrived.

			He was here.

			A sense of eagerness and excitement overtook her—angering her further. She moved forward at a brisker pace, noting details along the way. The walls were as bare as the walls in the lab that had been both a hell and a home to her. The only home she’d ever really known. Around the corner was a living room with only two folding chairs, which had been nailed down.

			The banging continued. Pots and pans, she realized. At the entrance of the kitchen, she paused. A tall, muscular man had his back to her. He wore a tight black tee and jeans. His hair was dark and rumpled, his skin bronzed. Arcadian power stroked over her, making the blood in her veins warm . . . catch fire.

			He was here, and he was right in front of her. He was here, and he planned to kill Trinity. There was no better time to strike.

			Should she go with her amph ability or voice voodoo?

			If she made the wrong choice, she would have to rely on her physical strength, punching and kicking like a champ, hopefully getting her hands on a blade.

			He stopped slicing . . . whatever it was, and placed a knife on the counter beside him. Scratch hopefully. Add definitely.

			Without making a sound, she prowled toward him—and leaped on his back, winding one arm around his head, the other around his neck, and her legs around his waist. While applying enough pressure to choke him out, she sent a blast of power through—nope, no power. The blast remained trapped inside her.

			He didn’t judder with surprise or panic but reached over his shoulder, grabbed her by the nape, and flipped her over his head. As she fell, she managed to grab the knife. Impact emptied her lungs, but she ignored the pain to pop to her feet and face him, holding the blade between them.

			Meeting his arctic gaze threw fuel on the already blistering fire in her veins. “You will stay still,” she told him, deciding to give voice voodoo a try, since amphing had failed. “You won’t move.”

			He moved, crossing his arms over his chest. Argh! None of her abilities were working.

			“Well, well. Sleeping Beauty awoke at last.”

			His tone lacked the taunt Devyn always used. Dallas might actually . . . consider her a beauty?

			No, another trick, surely.

			He looked her over, and for a moment, only a moment, she forgot all her troubles, the air between them crackling with hotter heat and sizzling electricity. Goose bumps broke out over her arms, along her spine.

			One corner of his mouth twitched. “Is that any way to greet the Prince Charming who oh, so carefully undressed you?”

			By mentioning her state of undress, he hoped to disconcert her, didn’t he? Well, it would take a lot more than that.

			“No, it’s not,” she said, and finally he juddered, his pupils spilling over his irises. He was turned on? By what? “I should have greeted you like this.” She faked left and stabbed at his right side.

			He managed to block—somewhat. The blade sliced through the center of his palm and came out the other side. Blood dripped, and he hissed. He latched onto her wrist with his uninjured hand and twisted until she released the weapon.

			He clasped the hilt and wrenched out the blade, causing more blood to drip to the floor. The sweet scent of honeyed champagne intensified. Yes! That was what she’d been smelling . . . it reminded her of the bottle of bubbly she’d stolen during her trip outside IOT. Her head swam.

			She acted anyway, making a play for the weapon. He spun out of reach, saying casually, “I wondered how hard you’d come at me. Now I know. I’m only surprised you didn’t change colors.”

			So. This had been a test.

			As she stalked around him, he spun with her, his gaze remaining on . . . her puckered nipples peeking through her bra.

			“What did you do to me?” And he had done something. Otherwise he would have bound her.

			He didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “Don’t worry, sweetness. You’ll regain full use of your power . . . one day.”

			He’d drugged her with more than a sedative, hadn’t he? Just like the doctors at the lab.

			Well. She just happened to have the antidote to power negation too. “Where are my shoes?”

			“In the trash, where they belong.”

			“I want my boots! They’re my favorite pair.”

			“I’d venture to guess they are your only pair.”

			True. “I want my boots,” she repeated.

			“Why? So that you can kick me in the balls with them?”

			She smiled with saccharine sweetness. “Your friend devoted countless hours to my torture, and I just woke up in a strange place, wearing only a bra and panties. Of course I’m going to continue attacking you. What else am I supposed to do? Thank you?”

			“Yes!” He rubbed his lower back. “You’re heavier than you appear. I injured myself carrying you up a thousand flights of stairs.”

			How dare he! “I’m not heavier than I appear. You are weaker than you appear.”

			For a moment, he looked like he wanted to grin.

			Deep breath in, deep breath out. All right. Anger, sarcasm, and demands had failed. Light flirting? Worth a shot. “If I do kick you, so what? You’re so strong . . . so powerful. Surely you’ll overcome me.”

			“You just called me weak.”

			Argh! She tried a different path. “Think of the perks. If you block my kick, you prove your skill. If you don’t and my boot makes contact, your manhood will swell, and you can finally tell your girlfriends you’re hung like a champ—and mean it!”

			His lips twitched at the corners. “Let’s circle back to the boots and my swelling manhood. First, I want to know if you have a familial connection to Trinity, the queen of the Schön.” He pressed a towel to his wound. She sucked in a breath. He knew about the familial connection. How? Like Devyn, he should have assumed Lilica and Trinity had both been prisoners or employees at IOT.

			“I supposed cousins, but didn’t rule out sisters,” he said. “Now I’m certain. Sisters, it is.”

			“You’re planning to kill her.” An accusation, not a question.

			He answered anyway, not missing a beat. “Yes.”

			How easily he spoke of murder! Her hands once again curled into fists, her nails cutting into her palms, drawing blood. “In that case, my kicks aren’t the only thing you should fear. I’m going to be on you every chance I get.”

			“Is that a threat . . . or an attempt at seduction?”

			She mimicked Malevolent and snapped her teeth at him.

			“Don’t get me wrong,” he said. “I’m totally open to seduction.”

			Bastard! “Good luck surviving until one day.”

			He heaved a sigh. “If you’re going to start a Taming of the Shrew role-play, you’ve got to set the scene for me first. Am I so afraid of you that I run away and you give chase so you can capture me and give me the tongue-lashing I so richly deserve? Or am I supposed to put up a well-intentioned but hopeless fight?” He air-quoted the word fight.

			Frustrating bastard. Did nothing faze him?

			And he wasn’t even done. “Also, I should probably have a safe word.” Leaning toward her, he placed a hand at the corner of his mouth and whispered, “It’s ‘Beetlejuice.’ ”

			For a woman who’d only ever dealt with scientists and orderlies who’d viewed her as a commodity—or worse, a thing—being a desirable, sexual object was new . . . and wasn’t entirely unpleasant. Her heart slammed against her ribs. “Stop talking about sex. We’re enemies.”

			“Please. We’re frenemies at worst, and we’re going to live together in harmony.”

			“Me? Live with you?” She laughed, a sound both husky and purring. “Never.”

			He lost his air of superiority, his eyelids growing heavy. “Your voice . . .”

			The sensuality of his reaction affected her, making her shiver.

			Keeping his gaze hot on hers, he reached toward the stove and picked up a fork already loaded with pancake. “I know you want to find Trinity as badly as I do.”

			“More badly.” Her mouth watered as he chewed and swallowed, and she licked her lips. She didn’t even care that she’d abused the English language.

			He speared another forkful and, his hand trembling slightly—had she weakened him? Or had his desire done the job for her?—offered it to her. She wanted to protest. I’ll accept nothing from you! But her stomach twisted with hunger. Devyn hadn’t fed her much, preferring to keep her feeble.

			Unable to resist the goodness, she snatched the utensil, devoured the bite, then went ahead and snatched the plate to polish off what remained of the pancakes.

			“Was the taste to your satisfaction?” he asked, clearly trying not to grin.

			Irritated with her show of fragility, she forced a casual shrug. “I’ve had better.” In my dreams.

			He laughed . . . and then he began a slow stalk toward her, closing what little distance there’d been between them. For the first time in her existence, she found herself backing away from an opponent, unsure how to proceed but knowing she needed space if she wanted to think clearly.

			All too soon, her back hit the edge of the counter, stopping her retreat. He paused only long enough to pick up the knife she’d dropped.

			She lifted her chin. “Go ahead. Cut me.”

			“Why? Do you crave pain?”

			After everything she’d already endured in her short life? “Never.”

			“Then why would I cut you?”

			“To torture me, of course.” Why else?

			“With you—with us—torture will never be on the table.”

			“There isn’t an us.” She glanced at the only bay window in the kitchen, where a small, round table had been centered. “And there is nothing on the table.”

			He chuckled softly, pricking at her ire. “How about I put you on the table? You ate my breakfast, so you owe me another one.”

			As she gaped at him, he stepped closer to her; his strength enveloped her. His complete lack of fear—well, it did something to her. Amplified her, her blood sizzling, boiling. Bone-deep tingles raced through her before rising to caress her skin and collect within the lines of her tätoveerimine. The glittery green markings she’d had since birth. They stretched over her forehead, around her eyes, and along her sides, also around her waist and down her legs.

			She gasped. This was the first time she’d ever felt them, which was why she’d always thought they were purely decorative. Now she wondered . . . was some alien part of her reacting to the alien part of him?

			“Exquisite,” he rasped, as if entranced.

			Tremors caused her to sway. “What are you doing to me?”

			“Hopefully the same thing you’re doing to me.”

			She wanted so badly to lean against him. To rub against him. Resist!

			“I’m ready to bargain with you, Lilica.”

			Her name on his lips . . . She shivered, heated another thousand degrees, but forced herself to say, “You have nothing I want.” Her sister’s well-being mattered more than anything. Always had, always would.

			His smile bloomed, slow and deliberate. “I may not have something you want, sweetness, but I have something you need.”
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			From the moment Dallas had sensed Lilica in the kitchen, he’d been fighting dark, animal impulses. He’d never desired a woman the way he desired her, so the sensations couldn’t be natural.

			But. Oh, how he hated that stupid word. These few minutes with her, teasing her, had proved more entertaining than . . . absolutely anything. And far more arousing. At one point, the designs in her skin had glowed with inner light and he’d nearly come in his pants then and there, the urge to touch her—to get inside her—nearly irresistible.

			Everything about her screamed SEX. Seductive. Erotic. X-rated. From her voice to her scent to the way she moved, as if she’d been created for pleasure and no other purpose. As if she’d been created for Dallas alone.

			It was a concept his mind wholeheartedly rejected.

			“What do you think I need?” she asked, with a breathless quality added to her already raspy voice.

			Every word fueled the inferno inside him.

			Do not reach down to adjust your newest erection. Do. Not. Her effect on him . . . had to be the power still swirling inside her. Despite the drug Devyn had used on her, waves of electricity rolled beneath the surface of her skin. Dallas should probably give her a second dose, just to be safe. Her intentions toward him were malicious, no doubt about it.

			But so were his intentions toward her.

			He tossed the blade she’d used across the room, the tip embedding in the wall. Then he braced his hands at Lilica’s sides, his fingers curving over the kitchen counter. “I can think of three things you need right off the top of my head,” he said.

			“Well. Let’s hear them.”

			“A spanking, a hug, and a good hard fuck.”

			Her eyes—those endless eyes now changing colors one after the other—widened.

			While she’d slept, he’d decided that the guy who didn’t like to lie would put the bulk of his efforts into convincing her that he would help save Trinity. Lilica would then do one of two things: lead Dallas to Trinity, or convince Trinity to come to him. Either way, he wouldn’t hesitate to shoot the Schön queen at first sight. His waking vision come to life.

			Should I pat myself on the back now or later?

			She trembled as she flattened her palms on his chest. He expected a push. Instead, she curled her fingers into the fabric of his shirt and asked, “You want to hug me?”

			That’s the one she’d focused on? Well, hell. Why not? The urge had shocked him too. Comforting wasn’t in his wheelhouse. Casual sex? Absolutely. A great time? Baby, get ready. He gave more than he received. But there was something haunting—and haunted—about this particular woman. Her eyes weren’t just endless, they were windows to the wounds that festered inside her. Wounds she couldn’t hide. Not from him.

			His Arcadian side saw far more than his human side appreciated.

			What had caused those wounds? What kind of childhood had she had? As a relative of Trinity, she must have been a patient at IOT, not a staff member.

			He smiled, hoping to turn up the charm. “I want to give you a naked hug.”

			Longing sparkled in her eyes, only inciting his unprecedented lust. She wanted him too. She wanted him just as intensely. The chemistry was there—and explosive.

			“A naked spanking too?” she asked, even more breathless.

			“Of course.”

			“So . . . really you think I need a fuck, a fuck, and another fuck.”

			Dirty words on those porn-star lips . . .

			Should be illegal. “Exactly,” he said.

			A tremor rocked her against him—against his throbbing erection—and she licked her lips.

			He swallowed a groan.

			“You’re thinking about sleeping with me,” she said, “but you know nothing about me.”

			“I don’t have to know you to want you.”

			The longing began to fizzle. “If you don’t know me, you don’t want me. Not the real me. You just want my body.”

			His gaze slid over her. “Can you blame me? It’s a beautiful body.”

			Fizzle, fizzle. “Beauty fades. So do feelings.”

			All right. Charm wouldn’t work on her. Noted. “I watched you with Devyn. In a way, I do know you. You’re determined, capable, lethal. You don’t bow to fear, but conquer it.”

			A-a-a-and the longing began to intensify, making him feel as if he’d conquered the world. But quick as a snap, it fizzled again. “You plan to hurt Trinity, so I can promise you only one thing: You won’t like what you learn about me.”

			The perfect lead-in for his plan. Time to get to work. “What would you do if I promised not to hurt her?” A promise he could truthfully make and actually keep. He didn’t have to hurt the woman to kill her. When AIR found a way to dispose of her properly, that is.

			Surprise softened Lilica’s ethereal features, but she maintained her rigid stance. “I wouldn’t believe you.”

			“Something you’ll learn about me. I never lie. Weaving truth and lie is too complicated for my poor masculine brain.” Exactly what he was doing right now?

			“I believe that is the first honest thing you’ve said. Your poor brain.” She patted the top of his head, adding, “While I admire truthfulness with every fiber of my being, I’m not blinded by it. Even liars claim they are telling the truth. The only way to stop you from hurting Trinity is to kill you, so that is what I will do.”

			Her admission stunned him. Why reveal her intentions? Why not try to take him by surprise?

			Why was his erection now harder?

			“She means that much to you?” he asked. “Even though she’s diseased, and willingly spreads her disease to others? To innocents?”

			Her gaze held his for a second longer, only to slide away . . . to hide the quick flash of guilt and remorse he’d glimpsed? “You don’t know how she became diseased.”

			“And you do?”

			In lieu of an answer, she lifted her chin.

			I’ll take that as a “Hell, yes.” “I’m an officer of the law. An agent at AIR. Some would call me a superagent.”

			“By some, do you mean only yourself ?”

			He continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “Attacking me will get you labeled a predatory alien and sign your death warrant. But hey, if you want to risk it, you should know I’m most vulnerable after sex. The stronger my orgasm, the weaker I’ll be.”

			Her gaze whipped back to his face. She studied his lips, then his eyes, then his lips again. She gulped, the air between them thickening, crackling with awareness. Always crackling. The sweetness of her scent intensified, a delicious waft he suspected he would follow to the ends of the earth.

			Already addicted . . .

			“Forget Trinity,” he said, his molars gnashing. Before she could protest, he added, “Just for the next few minutes.” He remembered the vision he’d had of her and decided to use her own words against her. “Right now, I’m just a man, and you’re just a woman.”

			“But you’re not just a man, and I’m not just a woman.”

			“We’re pretending.” He brushed the tip of his nose against hers.

			She closed her eyes, her lashes casting shadows over her cheeks, and leaned toward him, as if seeking another touch. When he gave it to her, she rewarded him with a sexy purr as arousing as a caress. But not once did her skin change colors, and he wondered why. Could she control it? And if so, how could he make her lose control once again?

			“I don’t know how to pretend.” Her eyelids fluttered open, revealing pools of yearning and confusion. “I don’t even know why we’d want to do it.”

			A pang cut through his chest. Did she truly not know? “We pretend because it’s fun . . . and we want to do it because we desire each other and we’re desperate for an excuse to touch.”

			Her gaze returned to his lips and lingered. “I don’t want you . . . shouldn’t want you . . . but I do want to know what it’s like to be kissed.” She whispered the last, reverent.

			She’d never been kissed? No. Hell, no. She was playing him. She had to be playing him. But he would pretend he believed her. He would do anything to learn the taste of her.

			“Let me teach you how.” He lowered his head, driven by an insatiable hunger he could no longer override. “If you bite me . . .”

			“I won’t, you have my word.”

			“I’ll probably like it,” he finished. Right now, she could do no wrong.

			Her breath caught, but just before his lips met hers, she placed a finger on his chin, holding him just out of reach. “This doesn’t mean anything. Afterward, I will kill you.”

			“May I suggest you kill me with pleasure?” he whispered, and her finger fell away.

			“Yes. Pleasure.” She sounded drunk. “But afterward I’ll make it hurt.”

			“That’s not a deal breaker.” He pressed his mouth against hers. She opened for him eagerly, welcoming him inside, gifting him with his first taste of heaven on earth. In that moment, stroking his tongue over hers was as much about survival as pleasure. The woman devastated his senses, lust for her consuming him.

			She leaned closer, but remained tentative, again seeking more contact with him. The action, small as it was, only inflamed him more, animal need threatening to fell him.

			Slow and steady wins the race.

			He gently bit her bottom lip, running the delicious little plum through his teeth. Her gasp of surprise slowed him down further, and in a moment of startling clarity, he realized she hadn’t been kissing him back, had merely accepted his possession.

			A stray thought jolted him. What if she’d told the truth? What if this really is her first kiss, and she doesn’t know what to do?

			No, no. Impossible. There was no way a beauty like her had gone her entire life without the attentions of a man. But his suspicions lingered. . . .

			And a lance of possessiveness nearly cleaved him in two. One side would kill to keep her while the other would keep her to kill her.

			Too much too fast! And yet he only wanted more. “Going to kiss you harder now.” A warning.

			A warning she failed to heed. “Yes . . . harder . . .”

			He ate at her, and this time she responded in kind, her tongue rolling against his, her teeth biting at his lower lip, her mouth sucking on his. No finesse between them, only white-hot need, and he didn’t just like it; he loved it.

			“That’s the way.” He anchored his hands on the backs of her thighs and lifted her up. Her skin color began to change, matching the kitchen, then remaining the dusky bronze of his. “You’re getting me so hot.”

			He set her on the counter, and she moaned, her arms and legs winding around him, her breasts smashing into his chest. Her nipples were hard little buds of arousal, creating the perfect friction every time she inhaled.

			“More,” she all but growled.

			“Greedy girl.” He tangled his fingers in her braids, and she combed her fingers in his hair. She bit down on his lip with a little more force, a bead of his blood welling.

			Her next moan tapered into an animalistic snarl, and the power inside her—just—exploded.

			No warning. Just whoosh!

			A second later, he was flung across the room, though he never hit the wall or even the floor, instead hovering as if suspended by invisible chains. The apartment he’d rented just for Lilica faded, and a midnight sky took shape around him—around them. She floated a few feet away, her eyes and strands of her hair aglow, as if the northern lights had just been made flesh. Stars fell around her, leaving rainbow-colored streaks in their wake. A clap of thunder boomed.

			“What’s happening?” he shouted.

			“I don’t know!” she cried out, her back bowing, her head thrown back.

			“Lilica!” Her powers . . . she had her powers as if she’d been shot full of adrenaline . . . or intense sexual arousal—

			What the hell had he done?

			The rainbow lights shot out of her to coil around him; they burned and scalded him . . . before drawing him closer and closer to her . . . until they were only a whisper away from each other—then completely flush against each other. Though he fought with every bit of his considerable might, he couldn’t sever the connection.

			[image: ]

			I’m being touched. . . . I’m touching someone else . . . touching a man.

			Lilica was overcome by astonishment and joy, awe and lust. So much lust. But at the forefront of each emotion was an instinct she’d never learned, never honed, and now couldn’t control. An instinct to possess. To master, to brand . . . to own.

			It had started with the kiss, when Dallas had backed her into the counter and caged her in, his scent blending with hers, his gaze hot on hers, his body as hard and intractable as steel while hers softened against him, as if melting.

			She’d thought, Killing him is a must, and I will strike—later. What would it hurt to indulge my curiosity for a few seconds . . . perhaps a few minutes, to pretend just as he asked? To be touched. To touch in return.

			He was a beautiful man, the sexuality he exuded raw and in-your-face. She was drawn to it—drawn to him—and utterly captivated by his words, expressions, and thought process, desperate to experience everything he had to offer. He’d been right about that. Any excuse . . .

			And she couldn’t regret it. Her first kiss had come from a master. His tongue had expertly caressed hers, his body heat wrapping around her, hugging her. Her first hug too. A previously untapped and untamed ferocity had consumed her then, and she’d needed more, needed to give and to take. She’d lost control. That’s when she’d remembered something she’d read about her ancestors. How they’d bonded with their captors to save themselves.

			She’d thought, If I bond with Dallas, perhaps I can save Trinity.

			The urge to bite him had struck, so she’d bitten him. Hadn’t even considered resisting. His blood—

			Oh, his blood! She’d never hungered for blood before, but she thought she would now forever crave his. The power that had come with a single drop . . .

			At her first taste, the drug he’d used on her had disintegrated. Just, boom, gone. She’d amphed his alien abilities without even trying and, because he’d been a part of her, she’d amphed herself in the process. They’d ended up in this strange, endless night where they were seemingly being knit together with light.

			Knit together . . . bonded?

			Would they now share pleasure and pain? Life and death?

			No, no. Impossible. Instinct and blood couldn’t bond two people . . . right?

			Of course not! Especially because nothing and no one mattered more to Lilica than her sisters. They were bonded to her too, though not like this. Not this intensely.

			The girls had been her only source of joy for so long—for all the days of her life, really. They loved her, and she loved them. Dallas was simply a blip, here today, gone and forgotten tomorrow.

			But even as she tried to convince herself that he meant nothing, that this meant nothing, a deluge of memories she’d never lived began to pour inside her head. A drug-addicted mother . . . the many boyfriends the woman had entertained . . . her screams as she was beaten . . . living on the street . . . dead, she was dead . . . the little orphan boy no one wanted . . .

			Fat tears rolled down Lilica’s cheeks. Had she just gotten a glimpse of Dallas’s childhood?

			Dallas caught the tears, rubbing the moisture between his fingers. “So rarely touched . . .”

			He knew. How did he know?

			He must have seen into her past as well. The knowledge unsettled her. All of this unsettled her.

			He let his arms fall to his sides, and she whimpered. Anger replaced his tenderness. “Make it stop, Lilica.”

			“I can’t. Trying . . .” However, the stars ceased to fall at last. The rainbow lights faded, but so did the darkness—until she and Dallas were once again inside the kitchen.

			Now they were both sprawled on the floor.

			Up, up! For one bright moment, she would be the taller of the two. She would have the position of power. Unable to catch her breath, she lumbered to her feet.

			The moment ended in a snap. Dallas jumped up, a tower of menace and rage.

			He closed in on her, aggression in every step. “Whatever you did to me, undo it. Now.”

			She opened her mouth to tell him to back off, but her mind beat her to it. —Back off!—

			“What the hell?” He ground his fists into his temples. “You spoke inside my head. How did you do that?”

			What! Telepathic communication? With him? No! No, no, no. She absolutely refused. If he had access to whatever thoughts she had while they were open to each other, she would be unable to keep secrets from him, and she had to keep her secrets. All the secrets.

			. . . On the flip side, he would be unable to keep his secrets from her.

			“You’re going to tell me everything you did to me, Lilica, and exactly how to undo it.”

			“No, you’re going to back off and ask nicely, or you’re not getting anything from me.” With her power no longer under siege, she was able to gather a bolt of energy. She reached for him, ready to unleash as soon as they touched—but the power shot out of her before they made contact, the invisible stream launching him across the room.

			He slammed into the counter, smacked into the floor, and grunted. She grunted too, pain suddenly ricocheting through her as if she’d been the one to experience impact. But even with the pain, she wasn’t weakened, her power used up. No, on the contrary. She was strengthened. She’d once again amphed herself by amphing him.

			They were bound.

			Dread unfurled as the truth—and the consequences—slapped on spiked boots and danced through her head.

			Dallas rolled his shoulders, shook his head. He spoke one word, only one, but it burned with enough rage to torch the entire world. “Nicely.”

			Well. She had to admire his unwillingness to back down, even when circumstances continued to worsen. He was—

			A deluge of information shoved its way to the forefront of her mind, claiming her focus. He was a love-’em-and-leave-’em guy. One and done. Dick it and quit it. Hit and run. Many women had accused him of having no sticking power. Many of his victims had called him the Heartless Foe, lamenting his willingness to kill for cases, pouting about his lack of concern for the people he hurt.

			The knowledge boiled in her mind, as real to her as he was . . . as real as the memories she hadn’t lived. She didn’t have to see into the future to know what would happen next. He would attempt to break the bond, realize he could use her to complete his mission, then actually use her. Once her sister had been defeated, he would attempt to sever the bond again, through any means necessary.

			Rational of him. Can’t fault him.

			When he failed, and he would, he would forever resent her. Resentment she would feel through the bond.

			If he killed Trinity, Lilica would resent him. She would kill him, even if she had to die too.

			If he allowed Trinity to live, his resentment for Lilica would only grow.

			Always unwanted . . .

			I don’t want him either. I don’t! “I don’t know a lot about the Falle,” she said, treading carefully. “I was raised in the lab.”

			He blinked, shook his head again, as if surprised by his thoughts. “You weren’t just raised there. You were created there.”

			How had he—

			Never mind. The same way she’d known about him. “I was an experiment.”

			“You and your sisters.”

			“Yes.” A spasm in her chest, a cramp in her stomach. “According to everything I’ve read, the Falle are able to establish bonds with others, but there’s a special bond we can establish with only one person—the one we select as a mate,” she added softly. She looked away, unable to meet his gaze.

			Is that what I did? Selected him as my one and only?

			“Mate,” he grated. “Sweetness, there’s no way but brutal honesty to break this to you, but I am not your mate. Not now, not ever.”

			“I know that,” she snapped, fighting past a wave of hurt. I don’t want him either, remember? “But it happened. It’s done, and I don’t know how to undo it.” She threw her arms into the air. “So congratulations. You’re now married to me. Husband.”

			“Like hell. Consider yourself divorced, effective immediately.”

			She blew him a kiss using a single finger. The middle one. “Yes, because that’s exactly how it works.”

			Fury blazed in those arctic eyes. “How does it work, then?”

			“I told you I don’t know.” She drew in a heavy breath, held . . . held . . . certain of only one thing. “Unless one of us dies. Then the other will follow.”

			Wait. Wait! An exception to the rule teased the back of her mind—but though she concentrated, that exception remained hidden in the shadows of Dallas’s deluge.

			He bared his teeth in a scowl, and suddenly all she wanted to do was rip away his clothes, one passion exchanged for another. She wanted to claim his mouth in another savage kiss, wanted to bite and suck on his tongue, his lips . . . wanted to grind on him and crawl all over him. To take and take and take some more. To be the bad girl—the evil one—the doctors had always considered her.

			Lady Wicked wants her man.

			Maybe Dallas desired something similar. His hands clenched and unclenched at his sides, his chest rising and falling quickly but shallowly, his nostrils flared.

			“Why would you do this to me?” he demanded.

			“Like I had a choice,” she snapped. Did I? Then she repeated, “It happened. Get over it, move on.”

			“Move on? Please, enlighten me. How am I supposed to do that while details I never learned bombard me?”

			“What kinds of details?” she asked, though she already knew the answer.

			“When the Falle mate, the heart of the male and the heart of the female click together like puzzle pieces, their lives forever entwined. If the two fail to consummate their union in a timely manner, they will devolve into a monstrous state until they think of nothing but copulation, until they will do anything to screw each other—until they will slay anyone who tries to stop them.”

			Yes. She’d read those things in the files at the lab. And for the first time, she worried she might turn on her sisters. Just to get naked with him!

			No. No! She would have sex with Dallas, and soon, so her head would remain clear. Then, despite the bond, she would figure out a way to save Trinity from him.

			So. Okay. All right. She had a new mission. Seduce the prick.

			He scowled and tapped his ear on his shoulder. “What?”

			She bristled. “You did not just speak to me like—”

			He held up a finger, looking preoccupied, indicating he needed a second. “Jade,” he said—but not to her, she now realized. “What’s her connection—never mind. The answer just came to me.”

			“Jade? What about her?” Lilica rushed over, fisted his shirt, and shook him. “Tell me!” But there was no need. The information filled her head. Walsh had attacked IOT. Jade was injured. An agent named John had saved her.

			The front door of the apartment slammed open, jolting them both. Without hesitation, Dallas shoved her behind him and grabbed a pyre-gun from somewhere underneath the kitchen counter.

			Protecting and shielding me?

			Shock and pleasure battled for supremacy.

			Concentrate! The apartment had an open concept, allowing anyone standing in the living room to see directly into the kitchen, and vice versa. Horror slashed her forced calm to ribbons when she spotted Dr. Walsh. He was a monster. His once sun-drenched skin was now gray and oozed pus. His thick cap of hair had fallen out, half his scalp hanging down one side of his face.

			Here to kill me?

			“Don’t move,” she shouted, using compulsion as she stalked forward.

			He moved, baring crimson-stained teeth in a parody of a smile. He lifted a skinny arm to point a gnarled finger in her direction. “Mine.” Even his voice had changed. It was deeper than before, harder, as if it had been forged in the bowels of hell.

			Dallas gripped her bare wrist and yanked her back into place, as if he didn’t want another man to see her in her bra and panties. “She’s mine.” He aimed the gun and fired off a shot, a beam of blue light nailing Walsh in the chest. The former doctor—former human!—merely stumbled back a few steps, the new gaping wound sizzling and steaming.

			I’m his? “I just need to touch him,” she told Dallas. “I’ll tell him to die, and our problem will be solved.” Except that Walsh no longer had a life force. He was already dead. Would compulsion ever work on him again?

			“You’re not touching him.” In a single heartbeat, Dallas shot a circle around her. The floorboards, support beams, and insulation burned, ash swiftly rising up to choke her.

			His thoughts were now blocked. “What are you—” The floor gave and with a scream, she dropped with it.

			She landed inside another apartment, air gusting from her lungs, her knees buckling. She rolled out of the way, expecting Dallas to jump down and join her. He didn’t. But he did open his mind again, probably unwittingly, allowing his plan to crackle through the bond. He would stay behind, fight Walsh, find a way to free himself from Lilica, then kill Trinity.

			Well, good luck with that. Lilica leaped to her feet. The owner of the apartment raced around the corner, took one look at the damage to her home, and shrieked.

			Part of Lilica shouted: Dress, return to Dallas, help him. The other part demanded she leave now, now, now, while he couldn’t do anything to stop her. She would find Jade and make sure her sister was okay.

			Yes. That one. Lilica rushed past the woman. She entered the first bedroom she came across and grabbed two pieces of clothing from a dresser. Then, dressing along the way, she sprinted into the hall, down the stairs, out of the building, and into the evening darkness.
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			Monster-man pawed a bare foot over the floor, preparing to attack.

			Dallas had two options: stay and fight him, now that Lilica was out of the danger zone, or chase Lilica before she managed to drop off the grid.

			The problem? If Dallas found her, Monster-man could find her. So, no contest, really. Dallas would fight.

			“Mine,” the bastard repeated.

			The name Walsh drifted through Dallas’s mind, startling him. Another of Lilica’s memories?

			With a roar, the creature rushed him. No, not him. Monster-man had his gaze locked on the hole in the floor. He intended to follow Lilica through, didn’t he? Rage surged through Dallas. He dove at Walsh, shoving him in the opposite direction. They slammed into a counter, pieces of rotted flesh falling from the bastard and adhering to Dallas. Disgusting!

			Maintaining his grip on his gun, he stood and kicked Walsh in the stomach.

			“What’s going on?” Devyn demanded through the internal cell phone.

			The Targon had called to tell him about the other sister, Jade. Although Devyn didn’t yet know Jade was fruit from the same tree. Dallas wasn’t sure how, exactly, he himself knew. Or how he also knew that Monster-man used to be a doctor at IOT, responsible for the care and feeding of the eldest Swan triplet. Trinity, Lilica’s full-blood sister.

			No wonder she hoped to save the diseased girl.

			“Dallas. An answer, if you please.”

			Right. “I’m dealing with John’s problem. Give me a minute.”

			As Dallas pistol-whipped and kicked, more facts swam through his mind. Lilica had once commanded Walsh to kill himself and his colleagues, and the compulsion to obey had been so strong, he’d risen from his grave.

			I’m actually fighting the living dead. At least the creature wasn’t contagious like Trinity.

			“Why are you after Lilica?” Pistol-whip. “She isn’t your colleague.” Kick.

			Good old-fashioned vengeance? Or had his rotting brain gotten stuck on the kill setting?

			Walsh swung a meaty fist at Dallas. He didn’t even try to dodge, using the opportunity to shove the barrel of his gun into the bastard’s mouth. With a jerk of his thumb, he dialed the weapon to his favorite setting: play and spray. Then he squeezed the trigger.

			Whoosh!

			The back of Walsh’s skull popped off, splattering pieces of bone and bits of tissue across the kitchen. Unfazed, Walsh threw a punch. For a moment, Dallas saw stars.

			“So? Who’s winning?” Devyn asked, and it sounded like he was eating an apple.

			“Shut up.” Pain exploded through Dallas’s head as he took a blow to the cheek. “Tell me how to kill a zombie.”

			“Which do you prefer? Shut up or tell you? You can’t have both.”

			“Devyn!”

			“Fine. You have to eat his brains. Wait. Abort mission! That’s what you do if you’re a zombie.”

			“Funny.” He worked his legs up, flattened his booted feet on Walsh’s chest, and kicked. “Any other suggestions?”

			“You have to decapitate him.”

			Walsh collided with the kitchen counter again, but quickly jumped to his feet and tried to dive through the hole in the floor.

			“The zombie is my favorite sexual position, you know.” Ice clinked in a glass as Devyn paused to take a sip. “I just lie back and let myself get eaten.”

			Dallas fisted the back of Walsh’s shirt, stopping him. Barely. “Can the jokes wait? I’m fighting for my life here.”

			“But I wasn’t joking.”

			He tried to tug Walsh backward, but the shirt tore, and Walsh fell through the hole at last, crash-landing in the apartment below.

			Without a moment’s hesitation, Dallas followed him through.

			Monster-man was crouched on all fours by the time Dallas smashed into him. Walsh thumped against the floor while the impact did nothing but shake Dallas’s knees. Apparently zombies made excellent cushions.

			A human female screamed obscenities at them, her fear and distress only intensifying as Dallas pressed the barrel of his gun against Walsh’s shoulder and, in less than a second, fired off three consecutive blasts. The male’s arm detached.

			Walsh bucked him off and bolted to his feet. He swung around to throw another punch. But without his dominant arm, his body merely jerked. Frowning, he kicked Dallas in the face. Brain and skull went head-to-head, and skull won.

			Pounding footsteps echoed as Walsh raced to the door—and burst through it.

			Wonderful. Dallas pursued, the only person in history ever to run at a zombie. He caught up at the bank of elevators and jumped on Walsh’s back, taking him to the ground. He kept his arm extended, shooting at Walsh’s ankle as they fell. Upon landing, the foot detached.

			“Are you done yet?” Devyn yawned.

			“No! Why don’t you make yourself useful and hack into—”

			“Like I haven’t done so. I’m watching you through security cameras right now. You need to shower, by the way. In bleach.”

			Walsh lumbered to his feet—foot—and hobbled to the stairwell door to sniff. Did he smell roses and aged firewood?

			Dallas hopped up and threw himself into Monster-man yet again. They smashed into the door and ricocheted backward. This time, the gun fell from Dallas’s grip. Oh, well. Both hands now free, he gripped Walsh by the shoulders and rolled, slinging him overhead.

			Ding.

			The elevator doors slid open. The people inside caught sight of the pus-covered agent and his one-armed, one-footed victim and gasped with horror. Most smashed themselves against the far wall. One pressed all the buttons on the panel in an attempt to escape.

			Walsh leaped up and stomped on Dallas as he returned to the stairwell. But Dallas clasped his ankle, tripping him, and scrambled to his feet. He performed the only move available to him and kicked Walsh between the legs; slick with pus and bodily fluids, the creature slipped forward. Another kick, this one stronger, and Walsh slid across the floor until his head and shoulders were inside the still-open elevator, the rest of him outside of it.

			Dallas didn’t have to issue a command to Devyn. His friend knew him well, and had already guessed what he wanted. Click, click, click. The sounds of fingers tapping against a keyboard to override security settings filled his head.

			The elevator doors shut before Walsh was able to stand and, with the sensors now turned off, sliced him in two.

			Click, click, click.

			Ding.

			The door opened again, revealing Monster-man’s severed head . . . and the screaming people inside in the car.

			“Clean up on aisle five,” he muttered, kicking the motionless body out of the way.

			“I already called your boss,” Devyn replied. “She should be there any—”

			The door to the stairwell swung open, Mia Snow soaring into the hall, a pyre-gun aimed and ready. Her black hair was pulled back in a ponytail, nothing hiding her lovely features and the determination painted all over them.

			“Thanks for nothing,” he told her as he held up Walsh’s severed head. The small patch of hair couldn’t carry the weight, the follicles ripping free. The head fell to the floor.

			Walsh’s mouth continued to move, the word “mine” leaving him again and again.

			He still lived?

			“I told you. Mine.” Dallas stomped on the creature’s face. Rotted bones caved easily, leaving only fetid pulp. “What’s the old saying? Bad enough to gag a maggot.”

			“A-a-a-nd this is where I say good-bye.” The call with Devyn ended.

			As field agents got to work, calming the humans, cleaning up the mess, Mia looked Dallas over. Her eyes—as blue as Dallas’s own, as Arcadian as Dallas’s own—twinkled merrily. “I’ve always wanted to say this and mean it, and now I can. You disgust me.”

			“I disgust myself. I definitely need to be decontaminated.” He swiped up his pyre-gun. Every instinct he possessed screamed, Go after Lilica. Now! She could camouflage herself, and never be found. But he resisted. Others might not be able to find her, but he could. Any day, anytime. Just then her current location was like a beacon in his mind. She was headed to IOT to check on Jade.

			There was no place she could hide from him. And the fault was hers. She’d bonded them, becoming the author of her own downfall.

			The bond! That was how he’d known so much about Walsh, Trinity, and Jade.

			Well, well. The bond wasn’t such a hardship, after all. At least for now.

			Go get your woman!

			No. Not yet. First, he was going to shower. In bleach, as Devyn had recommended. Then he was going to do more research on the Falle. Then and only then would he track down his supposed wife. What he’d do to her when he reached her—well, only time would tell.
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			Lilica blended into the night’s shadows as she made her way to the institute. The farther she was from Dallas, the more intensely her body ached, as if every cell already missed him. Which was pure craziness! But even worse was the pain that had just exploded through her cheek and jaw, as if she’d run into a wall. Not the pain itself, but the tormented thoughts that had accompanied it.

			Had she just experienced Dallas’s pain? Was he all right?

			Determined, she ignored the sensations and thoughts and increased her speed. Unlike her previous foray into this unknown world, when she’d shown herself to one and all, no one stopped to point or laugh at her . . . but only because they couldn’t see her.

			A few minutes ago she’d reached out to Jade, and this time her telepathic power had worked. But her sister had yet to reply.

			Fear bombarded her. If Walsh had slain sweet, tormented Jade . . .

			I will burn this world to the ground.

			She increased her pace yet again. IOT was headquartered at the far edge of No Man’s Land, where the air was so acidic humans couldn’t visit without wearing masks and bodysuits. Some alien races thrived there and lived within the surrounding buildings, but none of the otherworlders dared approach the institute. They’d heard the rumors. Go inside, never come out.

			On the outside, her home looked to be an abandoned warehouse with walls made of beat-to-hell metal. On the inside, everything was state-of-the-art, the interior walls made of an alien metal stronger than titanium. Nothing passed through the doors without permission, not even a slight breeze. Well, except Devyn. And Walsh. And someone named John, apparently.

			Lilica could withstand the acidic air, but not for long. Right now, too much of her flesh was exposed. She wore two short-sleeved T-shirts. One as intended, while the other was tied around her waist, pretending to be a skirt. Next time she needed clothing, she’d do a better job stealing.

			By the time she completed the palm-print ID, the front door sliding open to welcome her inside the purification sector of the building, her eyes, nose, and throat were raw and bleeding.

			The pain lessened as a cool, scentless mist sprayed every inch of her.

			“Purification complete,” an automated voice announced.

			Another door opened, this one leading deeper inside. Ah, home sweet home.

			There were only three floors. Trinity had been kept up top, Jade in the middle, and Lilica at the bottom. Their bedrooms had differed greatly. Trinity had enjoyed a luxurious suite fit for a princess. Jade had a bedroom with minimal comforts, while Lilica had a closet without windows. Her only furnishings were a cot and a bucket.

			The difference in bedrooms had been one of a million tests. Would living conditions influence a person’s personality?

			The doctors had concluded: yes.

			The bottom floor also contained the main laboratory and multiple cages, used for any other test subjects who had been brought in. A.k.a. the otherworlders the triplets had used to hone their superpowers.

			Simply more tests, Lilica now knew.

			The middle floor held the viewing rooms, where most testing had been done. The top floor had been reserved for bedrooms. Some employees had lived here while others had stayed for extended periods.

			“Jade,” Lilica called. No response.

			She flew down the halls, searching every room.

			No sign of her sister.

			With a scream of frustration, she banged her fist into the wall. The action unleashed memories that had been stored in the back of her mind. Dallas’s memories. No! Not here, not now. She had to focus on finding Jade.

			She rubbed her fists into her eyes and pulled at her braids, but the memories remained front and center, demanding her attention.

			A little boy with dark hair and dark eyes kicked his way out of a locked cupboard to crouch over his mother’s bleeding and broken body. He sobbed as he pulled a blanket around her, his tears splashing over her swollen face. Earlier a man had pounded at their door, insisting rent be paid. She’d forced the boy inside the cupboard and told him to be still and quiet or he would be in big trouble. Then she’d let the man inside their home.

			She’d begged for more time, and the man had agreed . . . and then he’d told her to take off her clothes. The sounds that had followed confused and upset the boy, but he hadn’t attempted to free himself until his mother had cried, “No,” and the man had laughed again.

			Fast-forward. The little boy was being kicked and punched by a drunken older man. Blood trickled from his mouth, his head throbbing, but tears never welled in his eyes. He accepted the abuse as his due. This was his life now. If he hadn’t called the ambulance the night his mother had been beaten by their landlord, if he hadn’t told the police what he’d overheard, if he’d just taken care of his mom himself—taken care of the landlord himself—they would have been living at home rather than fighting to survive on the streets.

			Fast-forward. The little boy had a new home now. An orphanage. A group of older boys circled him, calling him mean names while throwing bits of food at him. Still he didn’t cry. He didn’t deserve the sweet release tears would offer. He held up his chin instead, once again accepting the abuse as his due. His mother—a back-alley whore, the boys called her—had been found dead only a few weeks ago. The scene backtracked.

			I have more boyfriends than other women, she’d once told him, her eyes darkening with pain, shame, and remorse. That’s all.

			When she hadn’t returned home for dinner, he’d gone looking for her. He’d come across a crowd of people blocked by police tape, and he’d known. Momma was dead. After the cops had questioned him, he’d overheard them talking to a homeless man who’d witnessed everything. A john hadn’t wanted to pay her after having sex, so he’d killed her instead.

			Fast-forward. The little boy was an adult now. Agent Dallas Gutierrez. He lay dying in a pool of his own blood. He’d taken pyre-fire meant for his partner. A woman he loved like the sister he’d never had but had always wanted. He was rushed to the hospital, but no one could help him. He’d reached the end of his life, and he knew it.

			The partner, Mia Snow, never allowed herself to cry either. Not until that moment. A tear had slid down her cheek. She hadn’t realized the king of the Arcadians watched her, a witness to her despair; it had touched both men deeply, irrevocably. When finally she left the hospital room, the Arcadian had fed Dallas blood straight from his vein. Royal blood. Powerful.

			Dallas had gasped, his eyelids popping open—eyes changed from brown to arctic blue, he’d realized the first time he peered into a mirror.

			Emotions flooded Lilica, sorrow quickly claiming the lead. The pain Dallas had endured throughout his life . . . the guilt he still carried and hid behind a charming smile . . .

			Like her, he’d known isolation and disappointment time and time again. She wanted so badly to hug him, to comfort him as she’d never been hugged or comforted.

			Can’t worry about him right now. Must find Jade.

			She increased security and turned on every alarm. Devyn would not be sneaking in again. And if Dallas managed to find her . . .

			Still not going to worry about him.

			Throughout the night, she sent countless telepathic messages to her sister. All went unheeded. In the morning, exhausted and despondent, she showered, unwound her braids, and dressed in a clean shirt and pants, hiding weapons in select places. She ate as much breakfast as she could stomach, knowing she needed to keep up her strength.

			—Jade, come on! Where are you?—

			Again, there was only silence.

			At least she knew beyond a doubt that Dallas had survived Walsh’s attack. Otherwise she would have died with him. Had he gone to work, Lilica written off as a nuisance? Probably. The bastard! Otherwise he would have found her and attempted to break in. Well, he wouldn’t be able to forget her for long.

			The bond would compel him to spend time with her, to want her, as surely as her voice had once compelled Walsh.

			What would he think of her home?

			She hated the fact that he’d probably already seen it, reliving her memories as if they were his own, the same way she’d relived his. Her stomach churned. Did he now pity her?

			She scaled the stairs to the top floor, deciding she’d pack a bag and head out. She would go to him. He could put her in touch with John, who could tell her about Jade. Yes. Perfect plan. If he happened to make a pass at her—

			She turned the corner and came face-to-face with Dallas. He wore a clean black T-shirt and black pants, his strength on perfect display. Shock jolted her.

			He arched a brow at her, smug and beautiful, and her heart raced as if she’d just been injected with adrenaline. “Hello, Lilica.”

			Just. Like. That. Her panties were soaked, desire for him a triple jab—one to the chest and two to her still-churning stomach. Tremors nearly rocked her off her feet. “How did you get in here?”

			“Apparently there are times I know everything you know. I simply disabled the alarms.”

			But . . . but . . .

			“Are you going to collapse with joy? You look like you’re going to collapse.”

			His smugness snapped her out of her daze. “Yes, I’m going to collapse. Catch me?” The moment he was within reach, she’d strike!

			“Now, now. Plotting my harm is low, even for you. Wouldn’t you agree . . . wife?”
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			The woman reduced him to a state of desperation. She’d showered, undone her braids, the damp locks hanging in silken waves, the ends curling at her waist. Her black-as-night irises were still lit up like the northern lights, as if she’d brought the illuminations with her. As if she’d become part of the universe—or the very heart of his.

			As he studied her, the glittery marks in her ebony skin began to glow again. Muted, but noticeable.

			He wanted to lick those marks.

			There was a bruise on her left cheek and another on the right side of her jaw. Usually she healed quickly—he knew through memories of her life. Memories he shouldn’t possess. Usually he healed quickly, but he bore the same bruises on his cheek and jaw.

			What happened to him would now happen to her, he realized. On the flip side, what happened to her would now happen to him. Their bond should have complemented their individual abilities but had somehow tempered them.

			Anger now sparked. He lived a dangerous life, which meant she now lived a dangerous life. No matter where she was or what she did.

			Another complication arose. To save her sister from his murderous clutches, she could easily kill him by killing herself.

			Would she try?

			No, highly doubtful. He knew her better now. Those memories he’d never lived had invaded his head all night. He’d managed to suppress most of them, but a few had weaseled past his defenses.

			When her creators had punished her, strapping her to a bed and hitting her with a cattle prod, she hadn’t responded with despair. She’d responded with determination.

			She’d thought: I will survive. I will not be defeated.

			He’d been filled with awe—such strength!—and with rage. If Walsh hadn’t already killed the staff, Dallas would have added their severed heads to his collection, mounting them on his wall.

			. . . When he tried to read her now, he came up empty.

			She lifted her chin, a captivating mix of longing and rebellion. “I’m not your wife.”

			“I would have sworn you told me our divorce hadn’t yet gone through.”

			“We’ll find a way to negate the bond. Isn’t that what you said?”

			He offered a clipped nod. It was indeed what he’d said, and what he still wanted. Which was one of the reasons he’d fought her memories so diligently. The more he knew about her, the harder a separation would be. Already he wished he could fuse her to his side and protect her from any—every—hurt.

			“Where were you going in such a hurry?” he asked.

			“You mean you don’t know?”

			“I can’t read you right now.” He’d done his research. Extreme emotion slowed the flow of information that passed between them. Extreme arousal too. If he wanted to keep his secrets, he would need to keep her aroused.

			Such a dirty job.

			Secrets could also be buried. After the initial exchange of memories, only the information they specifically pondered while in each other’s presence would flow through the bond.

			“Where were you going?” he asked again.

			“To find you.”

			Truth or lie? He would have liked to know that through the bond.

			She wrung her hands. “I haven’t been able to reach Jade. Do you know where she is?”

			“Yes. She’s somewhere else.”

			She closed the distance to fist his shirt, her hair and skin turning bronze, her eyes turning green to match her markings. With a shake, she said, “Tell me, Dallas.”

			His name on those two-thousand-dollar-an-hour lips . . . better than a stream of dirty words. He was hard as a rock in seconds . . . and she was close enough to rub against. So close he could feel the heat pulsing off her lithe body.

			“Jade is injured but recovering in a secret location, where she’s being guarded.”

			“Still injured? Tell me everything !”

			The worry on her face softened the worst of his anger. “I don’t know the specifics of her wound, and the guard is a black ops agent called John No Last Name.”

			She lifted her chin. “Is Jade to be bait for Trinity too?”

			So. She’d picked up on his plan to lure Trinity out of hiding and end her reign of terror without hurting her. Lost my edge.

			He changed the subject, gritting out, “You left me behind to deal with Walsh on my own.”

			“Uh, yeah. I’m evil. That’s what I do.” She chewed on her bottom lip. “But thank you.”

			The rest of his anger faded. Evil. The doctors had called her Little Wicked as a child and Lady Wicked as an adult. All part of an experiment. By calling her evil and making her believe it, they postulated whether they could predict how she would react to certain situations. She knew what they’d done, and why, but mental knowledge wasn’t the same as heart acceptance.

			“You aren’t evil, Lilica.”

			“Yes, I am.” The lights in her eyes brightened, swirling with the gale force of wind he couldn’t feel. “I kill without remorse.”

			“So do I.”

			“Yes, but you do it to protect humans. I do it just because.”

			He cursed. She knew every aspect of his past, didn’t she? She’d seen his memories the way he’d seen hers. “Did you kill anyone on your way here?”

			Offended, she practically spit at him. “No.”

			“Then you don’t kill just because. You used to kill, when you were told to do so or suffer the consequences. You had a reason. You hoped to protect yourself and your sisters.”

			She opened her mouth, closed it with a snap. He knew she wanted to refute him, to call him a liar, but she couldn’t. The bond . . .

			“You’re welcome by the way,” he said. “Walsh is dead. Again.”

			“How do you know he won’t—never mind. You chopped off his head with an elevator.”

			Had he sent the image into her mind?

			She backed away from him, and he nearly shouted a command for her return. “I won’t let you end Trinity,” she said.

			“She’s diseased. A predator.” He wouldn’t lie to her about that. Not because she would sense the truth, but because he respected her. Warrior to warrior, he tried to make her understand. “She purposely infects innocents, and there’s no cure for her or for them.”

			Desperation darkened her features. “I’ll keep her locked up. I won’t let her hurt—”

			“That’s not an option. You don’t have the resources to deal with her. If she isn’t allowed to purge, the disease will strengthen inside her and kill her.” AIR had locked up a handful of her victims and learned that truth at a high cost. “Then it will escape her and find a new host. She must be contained the right way until we find a way to destroy the disease. By taking her in, I’ll be doing the world a favor. And when the time comes to kill her, I will do so humanely.”

			Her shoulders rolled in, and she whispered, “My sisters are all I have.”

			Her look, her tone . . . everything about her caused his heart to crack straight down the center. Part of him longed to tell her: You have me now.

			He ran his tongue over his teeth. Not going there.

			Her eyes widened. “Not going where?”

			“Nothing. And I’m sorry you’re going to suffer when she dies, sweetheart, but I won’t change course. I can’t. There’s no other way.”

			[image: ]

			Lilica drew in a deep breath, held it, then slowly released it. Dallas was somehow more beautiful to her right now, and it actually hurt to look at him. But it hurt to look away from him too. Like, her ovaries were seriously considering exploding.

			The worst part? Desire for him no longer felt like a want but a need, as he’d once tried to tell her.

			She had to save her sister. Through any means necessary.

			Not all means have to be foul. . . .

			She peered deep into his eyes, trying not to lose herself in his rugged masculinity. “You will not hurt my sisters,” she said, using what remained of her power to compel him.

			He simply arched a brow in a way she now despised. “So. You’re able to compel.”

			Ugh! He was one hundred percent immune, most likely because of the bond.

			There had to be another way to get what she wanted from him.

			Sex? What about sex?

			Her ovaries decided, yes, they would go ahead and explode.

			“Vow to convince AIR to let Trinity live,” she said, “and I’ll give myself to you.” Gladly.

			He hungered for her the way she hungered for him; she knew he did. Others might see a freak when looking at her, but he saw a sex kitten ready to be stroked.

			The knowledge flummoxed her . . . thrilled and delighted her.

			His eyes narrowed to tiny slits. “As much as I want you, and I do want you, I’m going to decline. The moment we have sex, the bond will solidify.”

			He’d just . . . rejected her?

			The realization stung in ways she’d never imagined possible. Which was odd. She’d been rejected the whole of her life. By the institute’s employees, but also by the people she’d met upon her escape. This was just more of the same.

			So why did it feel so different? So personal?

			Wait. The bond hadn’t yet solidified? “There’s a way to break the bond?” He shouldn’t know more about her race than she did.

			He offered one of those clipped nods. “Over the next few weeks, we’re going to become little more than animals who need to rut, but only with each other. If we can resist, the bond will fade and eventually disintegrate completely.”

			He wanted the bond to disintegrate. And so did she. Really. Truly. But . . .

			Deep down, she also wanted to keep the man she’d chosen. Whether or not she’d chosen him wittingly or unwittingly. How was she supposed to give him up?

			Um, quite easily! He was Trinity’s future killer.

			“You think you can resist me while you’re in an animal state?” she asked, her gaze stroking over him. He had a hard-on.

			“I don’t think. I know.”

			His plan drifted through her mind: Lock Lilica away until Trinity is dead.

			The coldhearted intention fueled her rage. No. Hell, no. She pounded her fists into his chest. She would never be locked away again. She would fight to the death to maintain her freedom.

			He caught her by the wrists. “This. This is why I want nothing to do with your bond. I have no secrets.”

			“Your secrets are so unoriginal, I could have guessed!”

			A stream of curses. The connection between them had gone quiet, no new information flowing.

			Once upon a time, alone in her closet of a bedroom, she’d dreamed of sharing her life and her secrets with a man. He would love her and be loved by her. He would touch her all the time and welcome her hands on him. They would always be together, never alone.

			But Dallas craved his solitude. And if he ever did decide to settle down and start a family, it would be with a short, curvy blonde. Someone sweet, with an easy smile. The kind of woman he wanted to want but didn’t, not really.

			Well, that short, curvy blonde didn’t have a sister to save. If Lilica could get him to solidify the bond with her, he would never want to hurt her, mentally, physically, or emotionally, because hurting her would hurt him.

			Her rage subsided. His must have as well. They peered at each other. She began to pant. He began to sweat. She licked her lips, and his gaze followed her tongue. Then he sucked in a sharp breath.

			“You’ve got a picture of another man in your mind.” He barked the words. “Who is he?”

			Her eyes widened. He was jealous of her dream man?

			“I’m not jealous,” he grated.

			He was. He really, really was.

			I’ve so got this.

			Any means necessary . . .

			Though Lilica had never seduced anyone, Dallas had often been seduced. Through a new flood of memories, she detected a common thread. Nakedness. Not just the act of being naked, but the act of getting naked.

			This is going to be as easy as taking candy from . . . anyone.

			Peering into that gorgeous arctic gaze, she hooked her fingers on the hem of her shirt and lifted.

			He stopped breathing altogether. “What are you doing?”

			“What does it look like I’m doing? Getting more comfortable.” She unfastened her bra, tossed the material aside, and shimmied out of her pants so that only her panties remained.

			As she straightened to her full height, shoulders back to properly display her breasts, he took a step toward her. Stopped. Took another step forward.

			At war with his desires? Desires now clouding the bond. Once again, she couldn’t read him.

			“Do you want to touch me?” she asked, cupping her breasts. Her thumbs traced over her puckered nipples. Like the tätoveerimine, they possessed a glittery sheen, and they throbbed oh, so deliciously. “Perhaps I’ll even let you taste me.”

			Agony tightened his features. “Don’t you dare . . . put your clothes back on.”

			Feminine power flooded her—remade her. This man—this beautiful, perfect man—couldn’t get enough of her.

			Not you, the bond.

			Whatever. She rested her hands at the waist of her underwear. “What about these? Should I take them off?”

			“Yes,” he croaked. “Off. Now.”

			Candy. Anyone.

			But beneath her confidence was a yearning she couldn’t deny, and she trembled as she drew the material down her legs. She kicked, the panties soaring. He caught them in a single fluid motion, his gaze never leaving her, but roving over her, as languid as a caress. Where he looked, she tingled and ached worse.

			She traced her fingertips down her stomach, circled her navel, and delved between her legs, a moan parting her lips. A groan parted his. He closed the rest of the distance in seconds, invading her personal space.

			“I was your first kiss.” His voice was part pride, part demand. “I will be your first lover. Your only.”

			The words shook her to the core.

			A handful of orderlies had attempted to start something with her, but she’d never known what was an experiment and what wasn’t, and she’d never wanted to be filmed during an intimate moment.

			And she would have been. Here, the cameras had never ceased to record.

			“But I won’t be your first.” She cringed when she heard the pout in her tone. But how could she not pout? Other women had put their hands and mouths on her property.

			He’s my property now?

			Only doing this for Trinity, remember?

			Scowling, Dallas cupped her shoulders, the skin-to-skin contact electrifying her, desire vibrating inside her veins. He spun her, placing her back against his chest, and said, “Even though you’re only using me, I’m sorry.”

			Heat spread across her cheeks. Both sets. “You don’t need to apologize for having past lovers. You were living your life.”

			“Not sorry that I was with other women. One day, you’ll even thank me for the things I learned. I’m sorry about this.” He pinched her nose and held her mouth closed with one hand while restraining her with the other. “I’d use another sedative on you, but I’m not sure how I’ll react to it.”

			What . . . why . . . bastard!

			She fought him, cursing how easily he’d kept his actions hidden from the bond, but no matter how hard she bucked and clawed, he maintained his hold. A hold he should have softened as he experienced her emotions—or if he’d felt any remorse or guilt. But the only thing he projected at her was cold, hard determination.

			Hope you pass out too, she mentally screamed at him. Then darkness descended, and she knew nothing more.
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			Lilica.” Her sister’s voice called to her from the abyss. “Lilica.”

			Lilica blinked open her eyes to find a thick white mist surrounded her. She frowned, confused and a little light-headed, and realized she wore a T-shirt, bra, and pair of panties. More than she’d had on before she’d passed out.

			Passed out . . .

			Dallas! The callous bastard had knocked her out. Then, through the tendrils of mist, she spotted Jade.

			“Jade!” Already on her feet, she glided forward. “Are you hurt?”

			Jade pulled at the collar of her shirt, revealing bruises around her neck. “Walsh tried to choke me out, but I’m healing.”

			As children they’d learned not to touch each other. And even after gaining their freedom, when the rules had no longer applied, they’d kept each other at a distance. But in that moment, Lilica couldn’t stop herself from wrapping the stunning beauty with skin the color of a fern and hair as white as snow in her arms. The sweet scent of sugarplums helped anchor her. Jade’s scent.

			“Where are we?” she asked.

			“This is the spirit world in existence around the natural world. I found you and pulled your spirit from your body.”

			Spirit world? Frowning, Lilica eased back, though she maintained a tight hold on her sister lest the girl float away. “We’re dead?”

			“Not even close. I’ve learned a lot these past few days. A person—whether human or otherworlder—is first and foremost a spirit. A spirit has a soul and lives in a body. Your spirit is your battery, or power source. Your soul is your mind, will, and emotions. And your body is the house that moors you to the natural world. With a little help, your spirit can leave its house for a short period of time. It’s called spirit walking.”

			Fascinating. No telling what Lilica would have done if she’d known about this . . . if she’d been able to move between the realms of the living and the dead, the daydream and the nightmare . . . when the doctors had lived.

			“How did you acquire the ability to spirit-walk?”

			Jade fluffed her hair. “I borrowed the ability from my protector.” Like Trinity, she could steal a life force, even a specific ability. Unlike Trinity, she couldn’t steal a life force or ability in its entirety. She always left pieces behind, and whatever she took always returned to its owner a day or two later. “His name is John. He’s a Rakan.”

			Rakans. Golden ones, they were called, once hunted like the Forførn. Their pelts were made of malleable gold, the purest form this world had ever seen. “If he’s harmed you . . .”

			“No. He’s actually been quite . . . gentle with me. When he can actually bring himself to touch me.” Bitterness seeped from her sister’s voice. “Contact with me literally makes him vomit.”

			Because he considered her a freak? Anger bloomed. “I will murder him.”

			“No. No.” Jade shook her head, white tresses dancing over her shoulders. “He’s built so many internal defenses, I can’t read his thoughts or his future. For the first time in my life, I’m experiencing peace and quiet. I’ll endure anything to stay with him.”

			Well. That, Lilica understood. The way Dallas affected her . . . she hated it, but she kind of loved it too.

			“I’m here because I had to know you’re all right.”

			Jade squeezed her hands. “John told me Walsh found you.”

			“I’m fine, and Walsh is dead.”

			“Truly?”

			She nodded, a sense of pride welling inside her. “Dallas—my protector—killed him.” My protector . . . and my tormentor.

			Next time she wouldn’t give him an opportunity to strike at her. She would not allow him near her until he would do anything, sacrifice anything, to get inside her.

			Dallas . . . inside me . . .

			She shivered, excitement waking up every nerve ending in her body, making her ache from head to toe.

			“I tried to reach out to you,” she said, doing her best to maintain a neutral expression, “but I was drugged and failed. When the drugs wore off, I tried again but failed again.”

			“I wonder if John is somehow stopping all telepathic communications.” Jade pursed her lips. “We’ll worry about that later. Right now, there’s something I have to tell you.”

			Just then, Lilica was certain she was seeing the Maleahdolla part of her sister’s DNA. Unwavering determination peered at her through eyes of emerald green. “What is it?”

			“I found Trinity. This spirit world . . . I can see the ties between us, tattered though they are, and I followed the one I still have to her.”

			What! After three years without a word from their eldest sister, Jade had found her? Just like that? “Why do you sound upset? This is wonderful news.”

			“No. It’s terrible. She’s not the girl we remember, Lil. She’s changed. She’s . . . darker.” Jade shuddered.

			“I don’t care. She’s still our Trinity.” The girl who’d offered to take a beating for her. Someone as starved for affection as they were. Tormented by a past they couldn’t change. A by-product of the horrendous things they’d all been forced to do. “We can help her.” They had to help her.

			“She doesn’t want to be helped.”

			“You’ve talked to her?”

			Tears welled in Jade’s eyes, spilled down her cheeks, and the sight hurt Lilica on a cellular level. “I pulled her spirit into this place”—she motioned to the mist—“before I pulled yours.”

			Feeling as if she’d just been dipped in acid, Lilica croaked, “Her disease.” Can’t lose them both.

			Can’t lose either one!

			“You can be around her without becoming infected. The disease isn’t airborne or even passed through casual contact.”

			“You’re sure?”

			A confident nod. “I read her mind.”

			Lilica chewed on her bottom lip, a habit she’d only recently developed. “She didn’t want to stay here? Didn’t want to see me?” How needy she sounded. But she didn’t care. Lilica had missed Trinity as intensely as she would miss a limb, had been fighting to save her life, and her eldest sis couldn’t be bothered to say hello?

			Jade’s shoulders hunched. “I’m sorry.”

			Another rejection. This one almost drilled her to her knees. She had to curb the urge to scream up at the skies, to shake her fists in the air. Why does no one want me?

			“Pull her spirit again,” she said. Maybe . . . maybe the disease had affected Trinity’s mind. Maybe it had spoken for her. Maybe she just needed a reminder of Lilica’s love. “Yes? But don’t tell me where you find her.” She could inadvertently reveal the location to Dallas.

			Jade hesitated, clearly uneasy, but ultimately she nodded. “All right. Wait here.” She closed her eyes—and vanished.

			Both eager and overcome by nerves, Lilica paced. If Trinity rejected her to her face, fine. Whatever. She would deal. But she wouldn’t abandon her sister. Nope. Not me. She would continue to fight to give Trinity a better life. Or any life at all. And somehow, some way, she would find a way to cleanse Trinity of the Schön.

			The records at IOT claimed the Schön king had died the instant Trinity stole his life force. Because he had been dependent on the parasite, or because of a reason she couldn’t yet comprehend?

			If the parasite remained separate from Trinity, simply living off her, its dark influence could be cleaved; it could be removed and killed without killing Trinity. In theory. The doctors had left notes in their files and had hypothesized the same. But they hadn’t known how to remove or kill it.

			Had Trinity stuck around the lab, the doctors had planned to force Jade to steal as much of the Schön as possible, and use her as a guinea pig, testing different possible cures on her. If Jade had died when the Schön had died, well, they would have still had Trinity, the star pupil.

			Thanks to Walsh, the doctors had gotten what they’d deserved!

			Jade finally reappeared in the center of the mist, with Trinity at her side.

			Lilica stopped, her knees nearly buckling, her heart swelling with a sudden burst of love. She wanted to rush over, hug and shake her eldest sister . . . but she planted her feet firmly in place.

			Shouldn’t overwhelm her.

			She studied the piece of her heart she hadn’t seen for so long. The fact that all three girls had sprung from the same egg was even less apparent now that they were adults. They differed in every area. Hair, skin, and eye color (unless Lilica mimicked one of them). Height. Even body type.

			Trinity wore a lacy bra and panty set, revealing lush curves meant for seduction. With her blond ringlets, thickly lashed sapphire eyes, and pretty pink cheeks, she was more gorgeous than ever.

			No one would ever look at her and think, Gross! She’s a walking STD!

			The only real difference was her scent. She no longer smelled like honeysuckle. She smelled like . . . nothing. As if the girl Lilica had known no longer existed.

			No! She existed. She could be saved.

			Topping out at five three, Trinity was the kind of woman Dallas considered state-of-the-art. Not just the kind he should want, but the one he had wanted—and perhaps still wanted.

			Just as Lilica knew more about his past than he’d ever told her, she knew how desperately he’d desired Trinity the few times the two had interacted.

			A turbulent storm suddenly rained acid inside Lilica. This wasn’t jealousy she felt. It wasn’t! Probably wasn’t even anger. Surely. Because, if Dallas still desired Trinity, Lilica would have an easier time convincing him to forgo lethal force.

			What Lilica felt . . . was it self-pity? If she slept with him, solidifying their bond, and managed to cleanse Trinity as she hoped, she would be forever bound to a man who preferred her sister. Every minute of every day, she would feel his hunger for Trinity like a thorn in her heart.

			Doesn’t matter. Do what’s best for Trin. “How are you?” Lilica asked, cutting through the silence that hung so thick between them.

			“Not well,” Jade answered. “She was in bed with another human. The second one tonight.”

			“What? There’s nothing wrong with enjoying a bag of mixed nuts.” Trinity wrenched free of Jade’s hold, all the while watching Lilica. “I can feel you judging me with your gaze.”

			“I would never judge you.” Lilica flattened a hand between her breasts. “I know why you do what you do. I love you. I’ve missed you. And I want to help you.”

			Trinity flinched, her shoulders rolling in. “You can’t help me.”

			“I can. I will.” I must.

			“You don’t think I’ve tried to help myself?”

			“We’re stronger together,” she said, and it was true.

			“You don’t understand.” Trinity’s irises appeared as hard as diamonds. “I don’t need you anymore. For months I was trapped inside a realm without time or people. I was alone, and I nearly died. To get home, I had to endure horrors beyond your wildest imaginings. But I’m glad I did. I learned to rely on myself. To stop wishing you’d rush to the rescue.”

			“Whether you want my help or not, you’re going to get it. I will do whatever proves necessary to find a cure and cleanse you.”

			“Maybe we shouldn’t,” Jade said. “Maybe the agents are right. While we are struggling to save her, she’s going to be turning her lovers into killers.”

			Trinity lifted her chin. “Your point?”

			Such disdain for the ones she harmed. This isn’t the girl I used to know.

			Dallas was right, Lilica realized: there was a huge difference between defending yourself and slaying an innocent. That wasn’t judgment but fact.

			“There has to be another way to save you,” Jade insisted.

			“There isn’t.” The corner of Trinity’s mouth lifted in a sneer. “I tried other ways, and I paid dearly for it.”

			Very gently, Lilica said, “Right now, you’re trapped in the middle of a great and terrible storm. But one day, the rain will stop. It must. A garden will grow.”

			“When did Lady Wicked become such a romantic fool?” Trinity turned her scowl to Jade. “Take me back. Now.”

			“No. Not yet.” This wasn’t even close to the happy reunion Lilica had imagined, but she wasn’t giving up. Would never give up. “Why did you stay away from us after you escaped the institute?” The question had been part of her for so long—years!—that it slipped out without permission, her voice drenched in despair. “Why didn’t you come back for us? Why didn’t you communicate with us?”

			Trinity blanched, only to buck up a second later. “You should cry your thanks rather than issuing complaints. I kept you safe.”

			“We were trapped inside IOT.” Jade rubbed the spot over her heart. “Trust me. We weren’t safe.”

			All attitude and zero finesse, Trinity snapped, “If the doctors had gotten hold of me, you would have suffered.” She turned away. “I’d planned to come for you. Eventually. First I had things to do. I still have things to do.”

			“What things?” Lilica asked. “Maybe I can help.”

			“You can’t.” Spine rigid, Trinity added, “You should have left me alone. You should have waited for me to come to you. I don’t want to be with you right now. I don’t want to see you.”

			Being whipped, the skin flayed from her back, would have been easier than hearing those words. And yet, Lilica detected a thread of vulnerability in Trinity’s tone, and it gave her hope. My sister is still in there.

			“Talk to me. Tell me why you don’t want to see us. We’re your family.”

			A pause. A heavy exhalation of breath. “No, Lilica. We haven’t been family for a long time. I’m not sure we ever were.”

			A barbed lump grew in her throat. “No. No!” She stomped her foot. “I don’t believe that, and neither do you. The disease is speaking for you.”

			Trinity pointed a finger in her face. “You don’t know me. You say you want to help me. To cleanse me. But I don’t want to be cleansed. Not anymore! What you call disease, I call power.”

			What! “You’re either joking or fooling yourself. You aren’t empowered. You’re subjugated. Dependent on the harm you do to others.”

			Hatred gleamed in Trinity’s eyes, crackling amid flames of rage. “Perhaps I am. But I control my people.”

			Understanding suddenly dawned, chasing away the shadows of confusion. As children, the triplets had had little control over their own lives. Actually, they’d had zero control. Of anything! The lack had warped them, and the doctors had known it.

			Those doctors had even predicted that Trinity, Jade, and Lilica would one day do anything to control everything.

			They’d just been proven right, at least in Trinity’s case, and it galled.

			“AIR is actively seeking your assassination,” Lilica said. “I’m doing my best to—”

			Trinity held up her hand for silence. “They’ve actively sought my assassination for a long time. They will never succeed.”

			“Well, they’ve now got their best agent on the case.” The pride had returned to her voice. “Dallas Gutierrez will stop at nothing—”

			“Dallas?” Trinity smiled slowly . . . evilly. “Worry not. One day, he’ll belong to me.”

			Well, well. Lady Divine had invaded Lady Wicked’s turf. In more ways than one!

			“I’m bound to him,” Lilica said with more force than she’d intended. “He belongs to me, and I will never allow you to infect him.”

			Trinity’s fury returned in a snap. “Break your bond with the man trying to kill me, sister. Today!”

			Lilica stood rooted, stupefied. “I won’t. I can’t.”

			A brute of a man suddenly stalked through the mist. A brute, yes, but a beautiful one. His curling hair was the color of spun gold, just like his eyes and skin. He had the face of an angel but the scowl of a demon. “Woman, I told you what would happen if you stole from me.”

			“John,” Jade said on a wispy catch of breath. Her cheeks flushed, and she trembled.

			With fear . . . or desire?

			Whichever, Lilica jumped in front of her, ready to fight and defend.

			Trinity stepped in front of them both. “Who do we have here?”

			John ground to a halt. Scowl deepening, he stretched out his hand. “Jade. Come to me. Now.”

			Jade trembled harder, but remained in place. “Don’t worry, warrior,” Trinity said, her voice a carnal rasp. “I have no plans to harm her. You, on the other hand . . .”

			“Go,” Jade whispered in Lilica’s ear. “Return to your body while she’s distracted.”

			As if. “I don’t know how. Besides, I’m not leaving you with him.” She spoke the last with enough volume for John to hear. “I don’t know what he plans for you.”

			He clenched and unclenched his fist. “I’m her shield. Nothing more, nothing less.” If his possessive tone meant anything, he wanted to be more. “And you’re preventing me from doing my job.”

			“What job is that?” she demanded. “Protecting Jade or killing Trinity?”

			“Just . . . leave the circle of mist.” Jade gave her a little push. “Your spirit will do the rest.”

			She dug in her heels.

			“Do you plan to kill me, John?” Trinity took a step closer to him. “Perhaps we can negotiate a truce instead.”

			Fear radiated from Jade. Obviously she cared for John. And not just because he provided peace and quiet.

			Lilica made a split-second decision. She couldn’t allow Trinity to hurt him, so she dove on her eldest sister, flinging them both outside of the mist. Before they landed, invisible chains yanked them apart. Those chains pulled Lilica on a roller-coaster ride . . . until she slammed into a brick wall. No, not a wall. Her body!

			With a gasp, she jolted upright.
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			Dallas had been pacing inside his bedroom for hours. The entire time, Lilica had slept on his bed. His own personal Sleeping Beauty.

			At the lab, when she’d gone limp in his arms, he’d almost passed out himself. Somehow he’d found the strength to stay awake and dress her in her bra, panties, and the shirt off his back. He’d had other options. Like her own clothing. But he’d wanted her perfect body draped in his clothing, her skin touched by his scent. A possessive instinct he hadn’t been able to override.

			He’d driven her here because he’d needed her here. He’d needed his woman surrounded by his things. As soon as he’d tucked her into bed, a sense of contentment had sprouted, and it had only grown.

			What was he going to do with her?

			His resistance to her—to a future with her—was crumbling fast and would soon be nothing but a pile of ruin. When she’d stripped for him, he’d basically had a near-death experience. Ecstasy overdose. Her nipples had glittered like pink diamonds, and the scrolls etched on her flesh had glowed softly, like a thousand rose-scented candles meant to set the mood.

			Moth to flame? Yeah, he finally understood the phrase. He would do anything to follow those marks with his tongue, no matter the end result. Hunger clawed at him, leaving him raw and aching, nothing but exposed nerve endings and raging testosterone.

			Why had he knocked her out? Why had he turned her down? How stupid could he be! She was everything he’d never known he needed.

			If Lilica wanted him to attempt to save Trinity after the disease died, he would attempt to save her.

			What’s wrong with me?

			With a gasp, Lilica sat upright. Her wild gaze scanned her new surroundings.

			Incapable of staying away, he strode to the side of the bed and eased down beside her. Moth. Flame. Going to get burned. Didn’t matter. He had to touch her.

			No, no. Not without permission. Only a few hours ago, he’d knocked her out to save himself from temptation. Because he’d wanted her, and she’d only wanted to control him.

			His body cried: Want me the way I want you.

			She would be frightened of him, or determined to hurt him back. He had to tread carefully.

			“Where am I?” she demanded.

			He hardened instantly. Her voice had always made him think of sex, lots and lots of dirty sex, and the forced nap had only made it worse.

			“You’re in my apartment.”

			He tried to look at the bedroom through her eyes. Everything screamed bachelor. The bare walls he’d never cared about decorating. The king-size bed with a light-brown comforter. The nightstand filled with condoms. The minifridge in the corner, currently stocked with beer.

			Her northern lights gaze roved over him, softened . . . and then sharpened. Her leg shot out from under the covers to kick him off the mattress. “Bastard!” She stood, fury pulsing from her.

			He thumped on the floor and, glaring, jumped to his feet. “I’m a bastard, yes, but you’re worse. You were using me to save your sister.”

			Wait. Was he seriously complaining about her reason for seducing him?

			“That’s right. I was trying to save the sister I love . . . and the woman you wish you could screw before you kill!” As she stood before him, chest heaving, dark hair tumbling to her waist, he waited for her thoughts to fill him. . . .

			Silence.

			Irritation darkened his mood. He needed help with the conversation—or rather, the mountain studded with land mines—but because their emotions were high, he wasn’t going to get it.

			What he said next would either whisk him to the safety zone or throw him behind enemy lines.

			Tread carefully.

			For the case. Of course.

			“You told me yesterday I couldn’t want you because I didn’t know you. I’ve never known Trinity and have no interest in learning. You, I’m learning, and I only want to know more.” The words were truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

			She’d been created in a lab, an experiment gone wrong—or incredibly right. Even now, despite everything, it gutted him to remember the loneliness she’d lived with her entire life. Her strength humbled him.

			Scowling, she lifted her chin. A stubborn gesture he was coming to loathe. “The bond is speaking for you.”

			“Maybe, maybe not.” Was it the bond feeding his curiosity about her? The bond causing every cell in his body to crave information as much as sex? “Before you say anything else . . . don’t. We’re not thinking clearly right now, and we won’t . . . until we come.”

			Breath snagged in her throat, the pulse at the base of her neck suddenly hammering. “The bond will—”

			“Solidify. I know. If we have sex. But we won’t. We can make each other come in other ways. With our hands and mouths.”

			She licked her lips with slow deliberation before shaking her head. “I don’t trust you.”

			“I won’t knock you out again. You have my word.”

			Her eyes narrowed to tiny slits. “Perhaps I like the idea of leaving you like this. Hungry for me. Desperate.”

			His erection jerked beneath his fly. “Trust me, sweet. I won’t be staying in this condition. If I must, I’ll take care of it on my own.”

			Her eyes widened as he kicked off his boots and unfastened his pants, then made a big production of sliding the denim down his legs and kicking the garment a few feet away, the many weapons hidden in panels of material thumping as they crash-landed on the floor.

			Trembling, she reached for him, caught herself, and let her arms fall to her sides. “The rest,” she rasped. “Remove the rest.”

			“Is someone else hungry?” His erection stretched past the waist of his underwear, revealing a bead of moisture that welled at the tip. He rubbed a hand up and down. “Desperate.”

			She watched his hand, and her breathing quickened.

			“I’ll make you regret this,” she grated, then gripped the hem of her shirt to slowly . . . so slowly . . . work the material overhead, revealing the exquisite femininity no other woman could ever match.

			Satisfaction hit him like a bolt of lightning.

			On a rack—or hell, even on someone else—the bra and panties would have been nothing special. On Lilica, they were a treasure and belonged in a museum.

			Her body formed the perfect hourglass, flaring at the hips. Her breasts were more than a handful, high and pert, her legs long and lean . . . providing the perfect path to dessert.

			“Your panties,” he said. “Remove them.”

			Dark hair danced over delicate shoulders as she shook her head in negation. “Remove yours first.”

			“Mine are called underwear, sweetness, not panties.” He smiled, even though the moment of levity failed to lessen the tension between them.

			He hooked his fingertips in the elastic waistband and pushed.

			Her gaze locked on his steel-hard length, and her hand fluttered to her throat. “You are so big . . . so beautiful.”

			“So ready for you.” Cupping his sac, he repeated, “Your panties now.”

			Her tremors worsened as she shimmied out of the fabric.

			Need clawed at him. She’s going to be the death of me.

			Without being asked, she freed the front clasp of her bra. The material parted, revealing the pink diamond nipples that would forever haunt his dreams. He closed the distance and twined his fingers with hers to lead her into the bathroom. He wanted to run or, barring that, to pick her up and carry her, but he forced himself to remain unhurried.

			With the press of a few buttons, water sprayed from the shower spout rather than enzyme mist, as the rest of the world used. Thick steam filled the air, drawing a delighted gasp from Lilica and a smile from him.

			“Water?” she squeaked. “I’ve heard about it, read about it, but never actually seen it.”

			After the human-alien war, when three-fourths of the planet had lain in ruins, plant and animal life destroyed, the oceans and lakes poisoned, new methods of sustainability had had to be found. Fast. Now people lived on synthetic everything.

			He stepped into the stall, drew her beside him, and closed the door. “Feel free to drink the water. I’ll be drinking you.”

			Her cheeks flushed. She chose to stand directly under the waterfall, the heat of the spray deepening a pink hue in her now bronzed skin, darkening her now honey-brown hair that curled down her back. Her eyes closed, a purr rising from her.

			“This is amazing.”

			“You are amazing. Beautiful beyond compare.”

			Frowning, she faced him, changing colors again as water droplets caught in her lashes. “You truly think I’m beautiful.”

			“That surprises you?”

			She leaned toward him, the tip of her tongue emerging to snatch a water droplet from his chin. “Do you want me more than you’ve ever wanted anyone else?” she asked in lieu of an answer.

			He scowled, his body aching.

			She grinned slowly. “You do.”

			“Enough talk. Come here.” He drew her closer while lowering his head. His lips pressed into hers, claiming a deep, wet kiss.

			This time, she kissed him back right from the start, their tongues thrusting together. He wasn’t gentle, but then, neither was she. The need blazing between them was too great, driving them both into a maddened frenzy.

			He cupped and kneaded her ass, the harder pucker of her nipples abrading his chest, creating a dizzying friction.

			“More . . . give more.” She bit at him, as if she wanted to devour him. Her nails dug into his shoulders to keep him in place as she grinded against him, her hips moving forward and back in a too-fast rhythm.

			Attempting to sate her need?

			He gripped her hips to still her and lifted his head to stare down at her. Her eyelids were hooded and heavy, her lips blood-red and already kiss-swollen. “Will this be your first orgasm?”

			She fought his hold, doing her best to rub her core against his throbbing erection. “Gave myself one or two . . . I think.”

			“If you think you had one, the answer is, yes, this will be your first.”

			She nipped at his chin. “Then make sure I enjoy it.”

			“Oh, sweetheart, I most definitely will, but you have to let me set the pace.” He brushed his thumbs over the rise of her cheeks. “I promise I’m up for the challenge.”

			Another nip. “Is that a reference to your penis?”

			The word penis said in that carnal rasp should be considered a weapon of manly destruction. “Just so you know, ninety percent of the things I say are a reference to my penis.”

			She twirled a lock of his hair around her finger. “I’m curious about it . . . your penis.”

			Well, hell. Those words were a weapon of Dallas destruction. “I think it’s time for an introduction, then.” He guided her hand to the base, hissing with sublime satisfaction as she wrapped her fingers around it.

			“Just like that,” he told her as she squeezed him.

			She angled his length as she arched her back, rubbing the tip between her legs. Just the way she’d wanted.

			“My Lily is determined to have her orgasm. Very well. I’ll help.” He kicked her ankles apart, spreading her legs, and slid his fingers through all her succulent heat and wet to spear one deep inside her.

			“Dallas!”

			“Tell me when I hit the right—”

			“Yes! There!”

			“—spot.” He moved the finger in and out of her, her inner walls clenching on him. The feel of her . . . better than he’d imagined.

			“Don’t stop.” A growled command. Her free hand landed on his shoulder, her nails not just digging but also cutting into his flesh.

			In. “Dying would be preferable to stopping, sweetheart.” Out. He kissed her jawline, then her neck, and sucked her hammering pulse. Maybe it was the bond. Maybe it was her alone. But no woman had ever been so sweet, a drug he couldn’t live without.

			“I don’t understand how I can want you so much . . . how you can want me . . . too soon, too intense.” She licked his neck, sucked on his pulse as he’d done to hers.

			Sharp teeth grazed his flesh, and he shuddered with rapture.

			“This wanting is only beginning, Lily.” He speared her with a second finger, stretching her. Preparing her for his invasion.

			No, no. Hands and mouth, nothing more.

			But she was so deliciously tight, as if she’d been made for him alone. A gift he would never deserve.

			“Dallas . . . I need . . . give me . . .” She writhed against him, trying to force him to go deeper. She had no finesse, no rhythm, operating solely on need, and he loved it.

			“You are silk inside.” He ran the lobe of her ear between his teeth. “My new favorite playground.”

			Her nails cut deeper into his shoulder and even into his shaft, the sting as much a pleasure as a pain. She dove in for another kiss, working his tongue hard and fast before rearing back to gaze down at his shaft . . . at the beads of blood she’d drawn there. As if in a trance, she licked her lips, a look of absolute hunger consuming her expression.

			His Lily was part vampire. Noted.

			He throbbed as he ran a finger over his length to collect the beads. Beads he then smeared over her mouth. Her tongue darted out, pink and pretty, to lap them up.

			“More.” The word was a rough command.

			Yes, oh yes. “You can have more. From here”—he pointed to his mouth—“or here.” He pointed to his erection. “Your choice.”

			A loud beep suddenly erupted from his phone. Hell, no. Not now. Take her! But the beep continued, and Lilica stepped away from him, the spell broken. A good thing. The beep was not a call but a warning. Security had just been breached.

			He cursed as he hopped from the stall, the urge to murder the intruder strong. A quick scan of the screen revealed an open front door. He pressed a few buttons, rewinding the camera feed, and discovered Devyn.

			Send him away. Return to Lilica.

			She flattened her palms against the clear glass wall, her gaze hot on him. “You promised me more.”

			Yes—no. Their first time wouldn’t be rushed or witnessed. She was going to scream. He was going to make sure of it.

			Planning to do more than give them both an orgasm now?

			Yes. No. Hell. Maybe. He was screwed—just not the way he wanted. “We have a visitor.”

			The lights in her eyes slowly faded, and he almost screamed. “Danger?”

			“No. Friend.”

			She scowled. “Let me guess. Devyn.”

			He offered a stiff nod. “I won’t allow him to harm you.”

			“I won’t allow him to harm me.” She cupped her breasts. “For today’s meeting, I’ll be staying in here.”

			“Good idea.” He pinched the hard crests of her nipples . . . then pressed another finger into the paradise between her legs. “Do not bring yourself to orgasm.” The honor would be his, and his alone. “Wait for me.”

			She unveiled another smile, this one pure challenge. “If I do bring myself to orgasm?”

			He liked that smile. Naughty and nice, innocent and wicked all at once. “I’ll forget we have an audience and have you on your back in two seconds flat.”
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			Trembling, alone in the bathroom, Lilica slid to the floor of the shower. She should dress, march out of the bedroom, and teach the Targon king the error of his ways. Mess with me, die horribly. But she ached, and as the hot water continued to rain over her, a thousand little caresses from head to toe, she contemplated changing to blend into the water and bringing herself to orgasm despite what Dallas had said. Or maybe because of what he’d said. Exploring her body was something she’d only ever done after taking over IOT, but she’d never felt like this. As if she were burning alive, and glad of it.

			She should have told Dallas no, should have let him sink deeper into an animal state, but she’d been stinging from her encounter with Trinity. And then he’d taken off his shirt, all those delicious muscles on display. And his tattoos! He had three. A tree of life along both sides of his rib cage; a pair of eyes, one on top of each foot; and her absolute favorite, a group of musical notes over his heart.

			The heat inside her disintegrated her restraint.

			Screw waiting for Dallas, and screw his consequences. She brought herself to a swift orgasm, but oh, it wasn’t as satisfying as she’d hoped, leaving her confused once again about whether she’d actually had one.

			Dallas would tell her she hadn’t. And maybe he’d be right. She still ached. Still needed.

			Legs unsteady, she emerged from the shower at last. As cool air kissed her wet skin, she rifled through Dallas’s closet, then dressed in a T-shirt, a pair of boxers, and pair of sweatpants.

			If he complained about sharing his clothes, she’d probably claw his face off. If you want to keep me, be prepared to provide for me!

			Should probably provide for . . . myself?

			Whatever. She braided her hair and, wanting to assassinate something, ripped up another of Dallas’s shirts to use as a tie.

			A quick search for weapons proved unfruitful, not that she was surprised. No matter. She still had her wits and her powers. Dallas hadn’t dosed her. Had he forgotten, or had he decided to trust her?

			He wasn’t the type to forget anything. He also wasn’t the type to trust anyone but his elite circle of friends. Did he not mind that she could hear what he was saying to Devyn through the bond?

			But then, there was a third option, she realized. Negating her powers would have negated his own. So, one point Lilica. The bond had been a good idea after all.

			“Lilica!” Dallas’s bellow echoed through the bedroom, and oh, wow, he’d never sounded more enraged.

			What had she done this time?

			And why did she already miss the nickname he’d given her? Lily.

			“Lilica! Get out here.” He was closer now, probably stomping this way.

			—Ask nicely, Arcadian. Shouting demands will get you nowhere fast.—

			A pause.

			—Stop speaking inside my head.—

			—Why don’t you come in here and make me.—

			Wait. She didn’t want him storming in here and dragging her out, so she decided that, just this once, shouting demands would get him somewhere . . . slowly.

			—Never mind. I’m on my way.—

			Head high, she exited the bedroom at the pace of a hundred-year-old woman with a walker and a bum hip. He wasn’t storming after all, but standing a few feet away, his body radiating tension, his muscles bunched.

			“What?” she snapped.

			His gaze spewed fire at her. “You met with Trinity,” he snapped back.

			Right. He hadn’t known about that. Her little visit with Trinity hadn’t been on her mind while they’d been . . . otherwise occupied.

			Not yet ready to discuss her interaction with her sister—and her subsequent rejection—she studied his apartment. In the living room, the furnishings were just as masculine as those in the bedroom; the couch, two recliners, coffee table, and two side tables were dark and well used.

			Devyn saluted her with a mocking grin. He sat in one of the recliners, which looked to be made of real leather. Leather was just as expensive as water. He held a glass of amber liquid the same color as his eyes and as he sipped, ice cubes clinked together.

			Actual ice cubes, made from water, not just frozen blocks of H2OSyn.

			—We’re rich!—

			“I’m rich.” Dallas pinched the bridge of his nose. “Devyn invested my money. Without my consent. One night I went to bed with only a few thousand bucks to my name, and the next morning I woke up with millions.”

			“I’m still waiting for my thanks,” Devyn muttered.

			She ignored him, saying to Dallas, “Well. As soon as our bond is broken, I’m taking half your stuff.”

			“What bond?” Devyn asked.

			Again she ignored him. She gave Dallas a pitying look. “Alimony is going to suck, but what can you do?”

			He scowled at her, and gritted out only one word. “Trinity.”

			“How did you find—never mind,” she said. “I can guess. John called Devyn.”

			“You should have told me,” he said, pointing at her.

			She anchored her hands on her hips. “I think that’s the dumbest thing you’ve ever said. Think about it. You plan to harm her. Why would I ever tell you anything about her?”

			“She could have infected you, and you could have infected me.”

			“She didn’t, and I didn’t. But she does want to infect you.” The admission escaped before she could weigh the pros and cons of telling him. “And before you go charging after her guns blazing, know that I’m going to change her mind.” Lilica had to believe that the sister she loved was buried underneath the anger, the sense of rejection, and the thirst for power.

			Dallas’s features softened as he closed the distance to frame Lilica’s face with his big, calloused hands. “I’m sorry she hurt you, sweetheart.”

			Her stomach dropped, and though she longed to lean into his touch, she stepped back, severing contact. Can’t let myself need him. “I’ll never give up on her. If you knew her like I did . . .” Her eyes widened. He could know her.

			She dug through her memories, focusing on the ones involving Trinity at her sweetest and pushing them across the bond, into Dallas’s mind.

			“Stop that.” He shook his head. “Just stop.” Devyn unfolded from the chair, rising to his feet.

			“What are you doing to him?”

			Dallas pointed a finger at his friend. “Don’t even think about hurting her. She’s under my protection.”

			The Targon blinked in surprise before holding up his hands, all innocence. “I was only thinking about making her hurt herself. Big difference. Huge.”

			Don’t read too much into Dallas’s words, she told herself. By protecting me, he merely protects himself.

			Catching her thought, he scowled at her.

			“Did I hear you correctly? Devyn hurt a female?” A beautiful woman soared through the front door, kicking it shut behind her as she glared at the Targon. She held a tray of hors d’oeuvres. “Apologize to her. Now!”

			“For you, love? Anything.” Devyn blew the woman a kiss. To Lilica, he said, “I’m sorry you forced me to take action against you. I mean that from the bottom of my heart.”

			The woman bared her teeth, revealing sharp white fangs. She was a vampire. One of the first alien races to make themselves known to earthlings. The blood-drinkers now lived underground and very rarely surfaced.

			Excitement bubbled up. Considering that Lilica had vampire in her DNA, she would love to talk shop.

			Devyn smiled his most devastating smile at the vampire. “You knew about my bad-boy reputation before you married me, pet.”

			Married?

			“Lilica, meet Bride McKells. Devyn’s wife,” Dallas said. “Bride, meet Lilica, my—”

			“Prisoner of war,” Lilica interjected before he could call her something worse.

			Dallas stiffened.

			“Her name is Bride Targon,” Devyn corrected.

			“Just Bride,” the woman in question said. “It’s lovely to meet you, Lilica.”

			The scents of roses, sugarplums, and honeysuckle wafted from her, and as Lilica drew in a deep breath—scents had always been her thing—a strong sense of familiarity struck her, as if she were peering at one of her sisters; she studied Bride more intently. The vampire had jet-black hair, so like Lilica’s natural state, and eyes the color of emeralds. Just like Jade’s. Her pale skin had a pink-roses glow of health . . . like Trinity’s when she wasn’t eaten up with disease. Her lips were scarlet, like Lilica’s sometimes were.

			The scientists at IOT couldn’t have used this woman’s DNA . . . could they? What were the odds?

			. . . Peel back the layers of coincidence and it made a strange sort of sense. Because vampires so rarely surfaced—and no one at the institute had been brave enough to venture below—the scientists would have snagged the first one they’d come across. Dallas stiffened as he looked from Lilica to Bride, then back again. Cursing, he scrubbed a hand down his face. He’d read Lilica’s thoughts—but more than that, he believed her suspicions.

			“At IOT, scientists used DNA from captives to create Lilica,” he said to Devyn. “You yourself told me Bride was locked there for months.”

			Devyn laughed, and yet he appeared far from amused. “What you’re suggesting is ridiculous.”

			“Is it?” Dallas massaged the back of his neck. “You found the lab because of Bride’s memories.”

			The color drained from Bride’s cheeks as she focused on Lilica. “You’re really from the lab?”

			“Born there,” she said softly. “Along with my sisters, Jade . . . and Trinity.”

			Dallas cursed again, and this time Devyn joined him.

			“I was a child. No more than eight years old. I can’t be what you’re . . . I mean, that would make me your mother, and I—” Bride looked helplessly at her husband. “Right?”

			He sprang into action, taking the tray from her trembling grip and placing it on the coffee table before drawing her into his arms, protective, possessive, and gentle all at once. For the first time in their acquaintance, Lilica could guess how the cruel brute had won the heart of the vampire.

			Lilica swallowed. “If . . . if it’s true, you would be one of twenty-eight parents. Twenty-three otherworlders and five humans.”

			“When I was at the lab,” Devyn said, “I found no paperwork, no computer files.”

			“We hid them.” She rattled off the coordinates to where he needed to look. No reason to keep the data secret, even though she would have enjoyed torturing him; she’d never be able to hide the information from Dallas.

			Devyn nodded in what might have been thanks. “I’ll have answers by morning, pet.”

			Needing a distraction, Lilica grabbed a handful of the hors d’oeuvres.

			The bite-size cakes smelled like . . . she couldn’t identify the scent, only knew she liked it, her mouth watering.

			“Crab,” Dallas muttered.

			She scoured her mind, but came up blank. “I’m unfamiliar with the term.”

			“Seafood.”

			Her brow furrowed with confusion. “Sea creatures were killed during the war, when the oceans were contaminated.” She might not have lived in the world, but she had studied its turbulent history.

			“Some people,” Dallas said, hiking his thumb at Devyn, “have private stashes.”

			Lilica nibbled on the edge of a cake and moaned with delight. Amazing! “I’ve decided I’m keeping your friends when we divorce.”

			Dallas stole one of her cakes, popping it into his mouth before she could kill him. Mine! She watched his mouth as he chewed, suddenly mesmerized. When he swallowed, their gazes met and locked, awareness crackling between them. The air thickened, making it harder for her to breathe. Which was probably a good thing. His scent had blended with hers, creating a fragrance so potent, so arousing, she nearly leaped into his arms to rip at his clothes.

			If she didn’t put her hands on him soon . . . if he didn’t put his hands on her . . . his fingers inside her . . .

			I’ll die.

			His fingers were so different from hers. Thicker, and rougher. When they brought her to orgasm, she would know it beyond a doubt.

			“Yes. You will.” His pupils flared, black spilling over those arctic irises, as if he wanted to throw her down, strip her, and penetrate her with a single stroke, just as he’d promised in the bathroom. As if he wanted to fill her up, possess her, brand her. Own her. As if he wanted to take and take and take, but only after she’d begged would he give and give and give.

			“I’ll never beg for you,” she whispered.

			“Oh, sweetheart. I think we’ll both beg.”

			Her tremors returned. To hear this man beg for her . . .

			The soothing balm to every rejection she’d ever faced.

			No. No! She would not surrender to her desires, would not give in to her animal urges. Not again. She’d thought sex with him was the answer to her problems. Bound forever, he would choose to save Trinity. But there had to be another way. A way she would actually survive.

			As a muscle jumped under his eye, he backed away from her.

			As cold reality chilled her desire, one of his thoughts filled her head. —Such a naughty girl, my Lily.—

			His Lily. His.

			Her heart sped into a dangerous rhythm.

			“Wow. Anyone else hot?” Bride asked with a shaky little laugh. “I feel like I just watched a live and in-person porno. And however you’re changing colors to blend into the room, Lilica, it’s freaking awesome. The best defense against an enemy.”

			A blessing rather than a curse.

			Dallas ignored her, grating to Lilica, “You can have all the crab cakes you want . . . if you tell us where to find Trinity.”

			Anger flickered deep inside her chest. Every interaction always came back to her sister, didn’t it. “I don’t know where she is, and that’s the truth. And if John tries to force Jade to find her again, I’ll—”

			“John wouldn’t. He doesn’t want Jade near Trinity again, and he won’t let us near Jade.”

			Well. —Some protectors know how to do their job right.—

			Dallas glared at her.

			She glared right back. What a nightmare this had become! She had to keep AIR away from Trinity, but doing so would prevent Lilica from digging past her sister’s uncaring facade to reach her heart.

			“She’s a parasite.” Disgust dripped from his voice. “She isn’t the girl you knew.”

			Trinity had said the same. “She is still my sister.” She pushed the memory of Trinity willing to take a beating for her through the bond.

			He stiffened, then pried the remaining crab cakes from her hand and picked up the tray. “There are lobster and salmon cakes on here too, and they’re better than crab.”

			“I’ve never had lobster or salmon.” But her mouth watered for them. Must have! “Give them to me. Now.”

			“Sorry. You’ll have to put them on your bucket list.” He stomped into the kitchen and dumped the contents of the tray into the garbage can.

			He . . . no! He was worse than Devyn.

			“Fine. You win. I’ll help you find her, but not because of your stupid cakes. You can stuff those up your ass! I plan on saving her before you can contain her.”

			“Too bad, sweetheart. I plan on containing her before you can save her.”

			Of course he did.

			She batted her lashes at him, all sugary sweetness, so angry for wanting a man who was so determined to hurt her flesh and blood. A man who was unwilling to give her a chance. Just one chance.

			“Then we’ll have to wait and see who wins,” she told him. “Won’t we?”
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			Dallas tossed and turned on the couch.

			He’d actually made up the couch for Lilica. No reason to be a gentleman for his mission’s competition.

			Meanwhile, Lilica had made herself right at home in his bed, crawling under his covers and eating a bag of chips while she watched him work through the open door. She’d looked so comfortable, so adorable . . . so sexy with her dark hair spread over his pillows. He hadn’t had the balls to eject her. Or the desire. She’d had few comforts in her young life. How could he take one away?

			Now he couldn’t sleep. Hunger for her plagued him. Again and again he’d contemplated sliding in beside her and picking up where they’d left off in the shower. But he knew better now. If he touched her, he wouldn’t stop touching her until he got inside her. Screw good intentions—the solidification of the bond wouldn’t matter to him.

			He considered slaking his sexual need with another woman . . . but the idea left a foul taste in his mouth. He’d never been a cheater.

			I’m not committed to Lilica. Not really.

			Wasn’t he?

			He pinched the bridge of his nose. Committed or not, his body craved hers, only hers. She’d become an addiction, his drug of choice, and everyone else paled in comparison.

			He banged his fists into the cushions. Lilica was now as determined to resist him as he was determined to resist her. Foolish woman! Did she not realize her attitude only made him want to change her mind, seducing her until she begged for his touch?

			I’m so messed up.

			He forced his mind to blank and at last drifted to sleep . . . only to be plagued by dreams of Lilica pleasuring herself in the shower, not quite satisfying herself, because she wanted—needed—him.

			By the time morning arrived, he was wide-awake and hardwired for aggression. He stomped into the bedroom, not even trying to be quiet, and grabbed clothes from the closet. He slammed the bathroom door as he felt her prick at the edge of his subconscious. Trying to deduce his new plan for her sister?

			—Good luck, sweetheart.—

			He showered, purposely replaying his dream of her on a loop.

			—Bastard!— Her sensual voice filled his head.

			As he toweled off and dressed in a white button-down and a pair of black slacks—standard AIR attire—he smiled.

			He focused on an image of Lilica on her knees, sucking him off, as he hid his pyre-guns under a jacket and the Schön Slayer in his boot. Her curses echoed from the bedroom.

			In the back of his mind, he heard whispering female voices and frowned. He concentrated, doing his best to discern their words, but a soft vibration in his temples signaled a call was coming in, and it distracted him. With a sigh, he tapped his ear against his shoulder.

			“What?”

			“Wow. Is that any way to greet your boss?” Mia asked.

			“Sorry. Let me try again.” As he exited the bathroom, he said, “Hello, Madame Terror. What the hell do you want?”

			Her soft laughter crackled over the line. “Better. So. Based on the description Jade gave John and John gave Devyn and Devyn gave me—try saying that three times fast—we’ve found Trinity’s latest victim. We’ve got him in custody at our facility in No Man’s Land. We don’t want him around civilians.”

			His bedroom was empty, his sheets wrinkled, the covers askew. Lilica’s scent—freshly cut roses and aged wood—saturated the air, revving his engine all over again. When would this wanting end?

			“—listening to me?” Mia said.

			“Not really. But I’ll meet you in No Man’s Land.”

			“Fine. What about your girl?”

			Your girl. The words were kindling on his arousal. “I’ll . . .” What? He refused to bring Lilica with him, wouldn’t put her in danger of infection.

			But she would be in danger regardless, because he would be in danger.

			Still. He also didn’t want her around other AIR agents. If anyone threatened her, he would willingly leap off the deep end, no doubt about it. He would probably lose a boatload of friends too.

			Yesterday he’d had to fight an overwhelming urge to kill Devyn, a man he loved like a brother, just because the guy had simply thought about restraining her. A thought Devyn had entertained because he’d suspected Lilica planned to harm Dallas.

			“Don’t worry about her,” he finally said. “She’s my responsibility.”

			“Dallas—”

			He tapped his ear, disconnecting the call, and strode into the living room, spotting Lilica in the kitchen. She sat on a barstool, her dark hair piled in a sloppy knot on the crown of her head; she leaned across the counter to snag another bag of chips. A clean T-shirt covered her. One of the shirts Devyn had given him. It read “Targon: Tastes So Good.”

			Dallas had always loved that shirt. Man crush! Today, he hated it. On Lilica, the hem reached midthigh, revealing mile-long legs he would give anything to have wrapped around his waist . . . or his head.

			Anything? His hands fisted.

			She drained a can of soda. “This stuff is amazing!”

			She was amazing.

			She gasped. Glaring at him, she crunched the can and tossed it at him. “Don’t you dare compliment me!”

			The metal pinged against his chest and fell to the floor. “I’ll compliment you if I want, and you can’t stop me.”

			“Well. I’ve said it before, but I’ll say it again. You, Agent Gutierrez, are a bastard.”

			“In every sense of the word.” His beloved mother had never married his father because she’d never known which of her johns had shared his baby batter. “But you only think so because you find me harder to resist when I’m charming.”

			As she floundered for a response, Dallas swiped the chips from her grip and stuffed the bag in the trash. “You need to start eating nutritious foods. I’m watching my girlish figure, and I don’t want your fat grams clogging my arteries through the bond.”

			“Are crab cakes nutritious?” she asked with narrowed eyes.

			Still pissed about that, was she? “Maybe,” he said, “but you’re only getting vegetables until you start cooperating with me.”

			“You’re the one who bought all this junk food, and I’m willing to bet you don’t own a single vegetable.” Leaning over the counter, giving him a peek at her panties—making him groan—she swiped up a prepackaged brownie, ripped into it, and stuffed the entire thing in her mouth.

			As she chewed, crumbs falling out, he fought a laugh.

			When finally she swallowed, she growled, “Enjoy your saddlebags, bitch!”

			This time, he barked like a freaking robodog.

			Robodog . . .

			The word sparked one of Lilica’s memories. The doctors at IOT had run different experiments on her, but the time they’d given her a robodog was the worst. For weeks, she’d played with, loved on, and laughed with the adorable hunk of metal. Then, when she’d formed an attachment to the faux animal, it was taken away from her—and smashed in front of her.

			She’d been ripped apart inside, but not by word or deed had she betrayed her sorrow. She’d refused to give the doctors the satisfaction.

			Suddenly Dallas felt ripped apart inside. He wanted to soothe the brave, strong girl she’d been, but needed to comfort the prickly, determined woman she’d become. When she’d permitted a bond to grow with him, she’d had to override every protective instinct she’d ever honed.

			Why? Why had she done it?

			And why did he want to bang his chest? Why were his shoulders rolling back with pride?

			She picked me!

			Now she feared losing the ones she loved . . . the very reason she was so determined to save Trinity, despite the hopelessness of the situation.

			Night sky eyes beseeched him. —Help me save her, Dallas.—

			He shook his head to dislodge her voice. He had to get out of here. “I’m going to work.”

			“Yeah, yeah. You’ve got one of Trinity’s victims to interrogate.”

			“An innocent man your sister sentenced to death.”

			She bristled. “How do you know he’s innocent? Perhaps she chose a criminal.”

			“His record—”

			“Means nothing, even if it’s clean. People aren’t always what they seem, and you know it.”

			Gaze dead serious, he said, “Yes, but people can change. The sweet kid you knew has grown into a violent adult.”

			She flipped him off.

			He blew her a kiss. Why had he ever tried to convince himself that sweet women with sweet smiles were right for him? Fact was, those sweet women with sweet smiles had never fully satisfied him. He’d never wanted one for more than a single night, because none had ever meant anything to him. But this woman with her carnal smile and quick wit utterly fascinated him.

			He couldn’t get enough of her.

			A blush stained her cheeks, and he reached out, desperate to know just how hot her skin burned, but he dropped his arm to his side just before contact, his hand fisting.

			She gulped, and rasped out, “You had better be careful while you’re out there. Not because I care about you, of course, but because I care about myself.”

			Not even close to the truth. He felt her concern for him, and it eased some of the tension he’d battled all night. “I’d like you to stay here and—”

			“No way! I spoke with Jade a few minutes ago. We’re meeting at ten.”

			He crossed his arms over his chest. “When did you speak with Jade? How did you speak with Jade?” Wait. He already knew the answer. The conversation he’d heard/not heard in the shower.

			“We’ve always had the ability to communicate telepathically,” she said. “Except the day you drugged me. After your best friend tortured me. If we were in a movie, you and Devyn would be cast as villains. You know that, right?”

			The day he’d drugged her . . . only two days ago, he realized. Kind of felt like years. “Our introduction is what’s called a meet cute. And I would be cast as the antihero. There’s a difference.”

			“I, of course, would be the star everyone roots for.” Pure elegance and grace, she stood.

			He reached out a second time, moving without thought, wrapping his fingers around her wrists. The silk of her skin derailed whatever good intentions he’d had. He yanked her against him, hard, and she gasped. He lowered his head for a kiss—must taste—but caught himself just in time. He jumped back, severing contact as if she were toxic waste. In a way, she was.

			I will not be a slave to my desires.

			Her irritation slithered around him, nearly choking him as he said, “Don’t kill anyone today.”

			“I’ll do my best.”

			“If you do, you’ll be labeled predatory. I’ll have to lock you away. Forever. I’ll even throw away the key for good measure.”

			“Like that would be a hardship for you.”

			It would. It so would, and that was part of the reason he needed to escape her for a few hours.

			He stalked to the bag of goodies Devyn had brought with him yesterday. A cell phone, a packet of sedatives disguised as peanut butter candies, and—Dallas refused to let himself think about the third and final item, lest he alert Lilica to his nefarious intentions.

			“My number is already programmed into the phone. Call me every hour, on the hour.” He tossed the device in her direction, his aim perfect, but she watched it sail over her shoulder without even trying to catch it. He gnashed his teeth, picked it up, and slapped it into her palm. “I mean it. If you fail to call me, I’ll come gunning for you.”

			“Tsk, tsk. Threatening your wife?”

			“You are my temporary inconvenience.”

			“Tears. Sadness.” She ran a fingertip down her cheek. “I have a sinking suspicion you are going to be a permanent ass pain.”

			Can’t smile.

			Stop stalling. He struck, shoving a syringe into her bicep and emptying the contents.

			She didn’t flinch or hiss, as he’d expected and dreaded; she simply frowned up at him. His stomach knotted as the reason for her lack of reaction crystallized. She’d been poked and prodded since birth, needles a part of her daily life.

			The urge to hug her returned, stronger than before. “Power negation?” she asked, calm. Too calm.

			“No. An isotope tracker.” Now, even when they were apart, he would be able to monitor her every move with a few clicks of a computer keyboard. He wouldn’t have to rely on the bond.

			“Congrats. You’ve mastered hiding your actions from me. Now it’s my turn.” With no more warning than that, she slammed her knee between his legs.

			He hunched over, gasping for breath, stars winking through his vision.

			She smiled at him. “Sorry there’s not a tracker to help you find your balls.”

			[image: ]

			Dallas hobbled into the AIR warehouse located in No Man’s Land. Once he’d been sprayed with decontamination mist, he removed the full-body protective suit that had shielded him from the acidic air. Mia, who’d beaten him there, snickered at him. “Your problems with your little bit o’ honey are fun. For me!”

			Apparently, after Lilica had unmanned and taunted him, he’d shouted in pain—pain she’d then experienced for herself, her bellows blending with his—and his cell phone had activated on its own. A safety setting. He’d only managed to grunt an explanation to Mia, but she’d gotten the gist and had called him a dozen times during the half-hour drive out here, just to laugh at him.

			He was mad as hell, but only at himself. He’d treated Lilica just like the doctors at IOT had treated her. As if she were property. As if she were evil and couldn’t be trusted. As if her feelings and free will meant nothing to him.

			He should have asked her to check in with him rather than forced her. She was many things—sexy, frustrating, easily provoked—but she wasn’t a liar.

			“Let’s just get this over with,” he muttered.

			“My sweet Dallas.” Mia patted his shoulder. “Does your vagina need to be iced?”

			He glared at her. “Kyrin should seriously consider taking up BDSM.”

			“Why? He hates when I tie him up and whip him.”

			Now Dallas rolled his eyes. Women!

			He followed Mia through the warehouse completely emptied of agents. Cameras monitored Trinity’s newest victim: a Teran male in his early thirties with multicolored hair, the strands varying from the palest flax to the darkest ebony. His eyes had a slight uptilt at the corners; his teeth were sharp, especially his canines; and every move he made contained the feline grace inherent in his race.

			He was confined inside an invisible cage, lasers acting as walls. The Schön disease usually had a slow incubation and progression rate, but though this man had only slept with Trinity yesterday—to AIR’s knowledge—he already had several oozing sores.

			Mia stalked around the edge of the cage, all business. Dallas remained behind her, the SS clutched in his hands. Despite his unhurried gait, he suddenly couldn’t catch his breath. His heart hammered against his ribs, and sweat trickled down his neck.

			A sense of unease pervaded. Was Lilica running? Or being chased?

			“You’re going to tell me everything that happened to you yesterday,” Mia said. “From the time you woke up to the time we stormed into your home.”

			The male stared at her with a disturbing mix of lust and desperation. “I bet you taste good.”

			“Every time you ignore my demands or veer off topic, I’m going to make sure you regret it.” She stopped in front of a control panel and pressed a series of buttons.

			Volts of electricity shot from the floor through the Teran’s entire body, causing his muscles to lock onto bone. With another press of the buttons, the electricity shut off.

			“I’m sorry.” The man’s shoulders rolled in and tears spilled from his eyes. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

			“I do. And believe it or not, I’m trying to help you. So talk to me. Tell me what I want to know.”

			His gaze found her again, and he licked his lips. Then he shook his head and frowned. “The woman I slept with . . . she told me to tell you I’m the first of many, and that I would be part of her army.”

			The word army echoed in Dallas’s head, a land mine set to explode. Left unchecked, Trinity could infect the world. And Lilica wanted her kept alive?

			A sharp pain lanced through his hand, drawing his gaze to his palm . . . a wound stretched across the center, blood welling and trickling.

			Lilica must have been cut, the bond ensuring he experienced the same injury. For a moment, fear nearly paralyzed him. How had she gotten hurt? Was she all right? Though he tried, he couldn’t get inside her head.

			“We have to go,” he told Mia. “Now.” He didn’t wait for a reply but raced for the door, switching on his cell phone and dialing Lilica’s.
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			Lilica spit on the motionless body at her feet. She stood in the middle of a dirty alley. Her hand throbbed as she swiped up the blade that had nearly sliced her heart in two. If not for her quick reflexes and ability to camouflage herself . . .

			I’d be dead.

			She’d managed to block the second strike, strip, and blend into her surroundings. During the first strike, however, the sharp metal of her attacker’s blade had slicked in one side of her hand and come out the other.

			She hadn’t slain the man responsible, or even cut him in turn. No, she’d overruled her kill-at-all-costs instincts and, after disappearing from his view, grabbed him and amphed his alien life force only enough to make him pass out. She hadn’t known he was fully Schön.

			He should have had two life forces: the Schön as well as Teran. He had multicolored hair, uptilted eyes, and skin with faint tawny undertones, the hallmarks of the Teran race. But there’d been no Teran power inside him, as if it had been stolen from him. It probably had been stolen. By Trinity.

			Her phone rang as she dressed, and she didn’t have to wonder who waited on the other end. With a sigh of resignation, she pressed a button to answer.

			“Lilica.” Dallas breathed her name, the relief in his voice disconcerting her. “Tell me you’re okay.”

			“I’m fine. I’ll be fine.” Would she? Despair began to beat at her. “No need to worry about your precious life.”

			He hissed. “I’m worried about yours.”

			He truly cared? The realization shocked the truth out of her. “A Schön attacked me soon after I left your apartment. I won. I think . . . I think Trinity sent him.” Hadn’t she bragged about controlling her people?

			“I’m sorry,” Dallas said, and he sounded sincere.

			Betrayal had left a wound far deeper than the one in Lilica’s hand. She wanted to save Trinity, but Trinity hoped to end her. And she’d almost succeeded!

			After Dallas had taken off, Lilica had sifted through the memories of his stored in the back of her mind, determined to locate a weapon he’d hidden so that, when she was out in the world, she could properly defend herself if the need arose. Instead, she’d seen two of his missions. Dallas being attacked by a gang of otherworlders. Dallas refusing to take a bribe to let a predatory otherworlder go free.

			Underneath his charm and unwillingness to make a commitment, he was loyal. Honorable. And his strength . . .

			He could carry her through any storm.

			No! If Lilica wasn’t strong enough to walk through a storm, she would crawl. At the end of the day, she could only ever rely on herself. She couldn’t even rely on Jade, not really. She loved her middle sister with every fiber of her being and she would fight to the death to protect her, but the two of them . . . they’d been raised in different ways. One with encouragement, one without. They didn’t always understand each other.

			Dallas’s memories had continued to play through Lilica’s mind and, in an effort to stop them, she’d made her way out of the apartment, into the morning light . . . trading one torment for another. People had whispered as she passed and children had pointed at her, but she’d walked down the busy sidewalk with her head high and, she’d thought, her instincts on high alert. Trinity’s assassin had attacked as soon as she’d reached a dark alley, nearly succeeding because she hadn’t even realized she was being followed.

			“I need to know everything,” Dallas said. “Every detail.”

			“The Schön is currently alive but unconscious. None of his blood was spilled.”

			“Does he have open sores?”

			“Um. Yes.” Could the disease spread through contact with one? She’d avoided touching the scabs but . . .“Am I going to sicken?”

			“No.” But still Dallas cursed. “Stay there. I’m sending a crew to pick him up, secure the area, and check you out. They’ll beat me there.”

			In other words, more people to poke and prod her. Wonderful.

			“Lilica—”

			“Good-bye, Dallas.” She hung up on him because—just because!

			A team of twelve AIR agents arrived soon after, all wearing full bodysuits. As promised, they carted the Teran away, blocked off the alley, and checked her out while she sat in the back of a van.

			When the tech gave her a clean bill of health without ever breaking her skin or testing her blood, another suit-clad figure walked over. A familiar face smiled at her through the mask.

			“I’ll see to her wound care,” Bride McKells-Targon said.

			The tech nodded and strode away.

			“A bandage really isn’t necessary,” Lilica said. “I’m already healing.” A welcome surprise. Since her bond with Dallas, the ability to self-heal had slowed.

			“Humor me. It’s protocol,” Bride replied, already cleaning what remained of the injury.

			“I didn’t know you worked for AIR.”

			“I don’t, exactly. I work for a special task force Devyn oversees. A few months ago, I mentioned wanting to get a job. Since my skill set includes breaking and entering, dirty street fighting, and evading the law, there weren’t many legit positions for me, but the next thing I knew, Devyn had joined forces with a black-ops team that’s not so black-ops anymore, and my particular skill set was suddenly in high demand.”

			“Your husband doesn’t strike me as the type to sit back and cheer while you place yourself in the line of danger.” And . . . was that a pang of envy in her chest?

			“Oh, he’s not.” Bride’s smile only grew. “He complains regularly. He even commands me to quit—but you see, he would rather make me happy than anything else.” She stowed the medical supplies in the van. “Devyn ordered me to take you to AIR headquarters. It’s what Dallas wants. But . . .”

			Lilica arched a brow, mimicking Dallas at his most annoying. “But?”

			“I’d rather go with you to meet Jade.”

			So. She’d accepted the fact that they might be related by blood. “I’d like that,” Lilica said, and it was the truth. “Jade will too.”

			“Good.” Almost defiantly, Bride stripped out of her bodysuit. “First thing we’re doing is buying you clothes that actually fit.”

			“Um. Slight problem. I have no money.”

			“Well, I have the solution. Devyn owes you, and it will be his pleasure to purchase you anything and everything your heart desires.”

			I like this woman.

			They left the crime scene arm in arm, and no one dared protest the actions of the boss’s wife. This time, as Lilica made her way down the sidewalk, she didn’t have to pretend to ignore the stares and whispers she generated. She ignored them for real, wrapped up in the experience of spending time with one of her many moms/sisters/whatever.

			Buildings stretched as far as the eye could see. Some were box-shaped while others knifed through the skyline, disappearing in the clouds. No matter the size or shape of the building, however, each connected to its neighbors through shared walls or concrete tunnels. A postwar precaution. That way, if one building was bombed, the people inside it could race into another without having to go outside, where there might be gunfire.

			“In here.” Bride drew her into one of the boxier shops, Mulier in Gloria, a boutique for women.

			A bell tinkled overhead, and a salesgirl rushed over to greet them. She missed a step when she realized the new customers were otherworlders, but quickly pasted a smile on her face; a sale was a sale, Lilica supposed.

			To her surprise, she remained in a state of euphoria as she tried on dresses, faux-leather pants, shirts, belts, hats, jewelry, gloves, lingerie, and a thousand pairs of high heels. Her first shopping extravaganza would go down in her personal history books as one of the greatest days of her life.

			She bought everything she tried on, even things that didn’t fit, because screw Devyn. She even picked presents for Jade . . . and one for Trinity.

			Maybe I can buy her love? I’m pathetic.

			What would she wear out of the store? Oh! That one. Lilica dressed in a white spaghetti-strap top, skintight black leggings, and ankle boots with white lace around the edges.

			“Nice,” Bride said with a nod of approval.

			Lilica smacked herself on the butt. “I don’t always wear sassy pants, but when I do, I wear ’em classy and smartassy.”

			The vampire snorted. She paid extra to have everything but the gifts for Jade delivered to Dallas’s apartment. As she signed the receipt, she said, “I love a girl who speaks in meme.”

			What would Dallas do when he got a look at her new clothes? Yank her into his arms as he’d done this morning? Would he actually kiss her this time, or spring away from her again?

			Kiss! Need shivered over her, her markings tingling.

			Can’t think about him. She’d only sink deeper into a state of desire for him.

			—I’m working. Knock it off. And my balls haven’t forgiven you.—

			Her eyes widened. She must have sent an image of them making out through the bond. But the most surprising part? He’d been able to push his voice into her head while she was so turned on.

			The bond was . . . strengthening?

			“Oh, wow.” Bride leaned in and sniffed her nape. “What perfume are you wearing?”

			“Uh, I’m not.”

			“You sure? Because whatever it is, it’s making me want to find Devyn and destroy a bed.” The vampire wiggled her brows.

			The salesgirl sniffed the air and shrugged. “I don’t smell anything.”

			Well, she was human, while Bride was a vampire with heightened senses . . . who’d probably detected Lilica’s arousal for Dallas.

			“Let’s get out of here,” she muttered, her cheeks burning.

			Outside, the clouds had evaporated. Bright rays of sunlight stroked her markings, only making her tingling intensify.

			Bride pulled a tiny stick from her pocket, and with the press of a button, that stick grew and grew until it provided an umbrella of shade.

			“I can tolerate sunlight,” Bride said, “but not for long. And just so you know, the scent you’re producing hasn’t lessened.” She pulled at the collar of her shirt, a pretty flush spreading over her cheeks, her pupils expanding. “Is it hot out here or just you?”

			She wasn’t the only one to react that way. Every otherworlder Lilica passed stopped to stare at her, and not with distaste. Not anymore.

			“I produce a special scent for Devyn,” Bride admitted. “It drives him crazy.”

			The bond with Dallas . . . Lilica wondered if she was unwittingly sending out smoke signals, for lack of a better phrase, to draw him to her side. “Yes, well, I’m sure I’ll be able to produce this scent for many men.”

			“Good luck with that.” Bride bumped shoulders with her. “Speaking of unbridled passion, you’ll be happy to know I’m withholding sex until Devyn properly apologizes for his poor behavior.”

			Oh, to be a fly on the wall of the Targon’s bedroom. “I liked you before, but now I think I love you.”

			They reached the diner where Lilica was to meet Jade, and Bride breathed a sigh of relief as cool air-conditioning chased away her flush.

			While there were multiple waitresses and two cooks at a griddle, the only patrons were Jade and John, and both wore strained expressions.

			Had John politely asked everyone else to leave?

			The pair sat at the farthest table, their backs against the wall. As Lilica and Bride joined them, John’s nose twitched and his shoulders straightened, but he revealed no other hint of unease.

			Jade looked Lilica over and gasped. “Wow! You are so beautiful.”

			“I know, right?” She fluffed her hair. “But, uh, you look like crap.” Her sister had a scratch on one cheek and a bruise on her chin. She’d lopped off her snow-white tresses, the uneven strands now swaying just over her shoulders. “Do I need to punish anyone in particular?” she asked, casting John a pointed glance.

			“Nope. I did this to myself.”

			She frowned. “Why?”

			Rather than answer, Jade said, “John actually saved my life.”

			Well. “Thank you,” Lilica told him.

			He nodded curtly.

			She handed Jade a bag filled with accessories and feminine tops, and her sister thrilled over every gift, warming her heart.

			Jade’s attention finally moved to Bride. “Who’s she?”

			“I think she’s one of our . . . donors.”

			Emerald eyes widened with interest. “Really?”

			“Really,” Bride responded.

			As the two girls fell into an easy back-and-forth, getting to know each other, Lilica studied John. Such an odd male. Anytime Jade moved, even the tiniest bit, he moved with her, ensuring that the same distance remained between their bodies, yet he couldn’t hide the longing he projected, as if he desperately wanted to touch her.

			He was clearly an alpha used to getting his way. So why didn’t he simply take what he wanted, damn the consequences? That’s what the doctors at IOT had done—what they wanted, when they wanted.

			After a waitress had logged in their order, Jade noticed the bandage on Lilica’s hand.

			“What happened? Do I need to punish anyone in particular?”

			“Already done.” She told her sister what she’d told Dallas. About the Schön, about her suspicions concerning Trinity. Tears burned in her eyes, but she blinked them away just as she had throughout her childhood. Tears revealed weakness. Weaknesses were exploited.

			“I can’t believe . . . how could she . . .” Jade patted her uninjured hand. “We know it’s the disease, not her, but more and more I’m having trouble distinguishing between the two. I just . . . I’m so sorry, Lilica. I really am.”

			“Thank you. But I’m not giving up on her. I can’t.” It would be like giving up on herself.

			“I was able to find her through the spirit realm. I could, in theory, find her again and lead AIR straight to her door. So why didn’t she try to kill me?”

			An excellent question. Clearly she considered Lilica the bigger threat. But why?

			“I won’t sit idly by while she plots your murder,” Jade said.

			The fierceness of her tone struck a chord within Lilica. I’m a priority to her. Higher on the totem than Trinity.

			The knowledge astonished her . . . secretly pleased her. I’m a horrible person. “Everything will change when she’s cleansed of the disease.”

			Bride traced a fingertip over the edge of the table. “I hate to ask, but what makes you think Trinity can be cleansed?” Her tone was gentle and without a single hint of malice.

			“Hope,” Lilica replied honestly.

			“But what if you’re wrong . . . ?” Still using that gentle tone. “How many will die while she roams free?”

			“Maybe I could lock her up in a secret location.” A difficult suggestion to make. Captivity would be hell on earth for her sister, reminding her of her childhood, but at least it would buy her time and save others. “Just until we find a cure.”

			“We’ve locked up the Schön before.” Bride smiled sadly. “The doctors became infected.”

			“Because they did their doctor thing and worked with infected fluids,” John said. “On the other hand, when the hosts died, the disease was able to bypass security barriers to infect those who hadn’t handled the fluids.”

			Jade’s brow furrowed. “How can a cure be found if doctors can’t work with infected fluids?”

			Death couldn’t be the only answer. It just couldn’t.

			“I’ve told Jade you are both in a position of power,” John said, speaking up for the first time.

			“You have something AIR wants. Bargain.”

			“Good idea, except we’re missing the key ingredient to a successful bargain,” Lilica said. “Trust.” Although, if she were to bargain with Dallas, she could unearth his every move and countermove, just as he could unearth hers.

			Problem one: What was there to bargain over if Trinity couldn’t be tested or treated?

			Problem two: AIR could plan something despicable without alerting Dallas.

			Problem three: What if he managed to hide his intentions from her?

			Gaze on Jade, she said, “Find me in the spirit realm tonight. We’ll talk to Trinity. Her response will dictate our next actions.”

			The tiny hairs on the back of Lilica’s neck suddenly stood up, and a nervous sensation twisted her stomach. Nervous? Why?

			The answer stomped into the diner, a little bell over the door tinkling.

			Rage pulsed from Dallas as he neared her. She jumped to her feet, her heart thundering against her ribs. When Bride and Jade attempted to stand with her, she held out her arm, a silent demand for the pair to remain seated.

			Dallas’s gaze locked with hers in challenge before it swept over her new clothes. He missed a step, the intensity of his rage . . . changing. A bolt of desire slammed into her with so much force, she stumbled back.

			He stopped a whisper away from her, cupping the back of her neck and hauling her closer—never close enough—bending his head to sniff her.

			“That scent . . . it was like a summoning finger. I didn’t need to check the tracker.”

			As he lifted, her attention dipped to his mouth, his beautiful, sensual mouth, and she couldn’t look away. Couldn’t catch her breath. Couldn’t think of anything but kissing him.

			“Yes. Kiss.” A growl rose from him. A second later, his lips were pressed against hers.
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			Every possessive instinct Dallas possessed continued to scream. Take Lilica here and now. Here. Now. The audience didn’t matter. He would strip her out of her new clothes—Will be careful not to rip, look so good on her, want her to wear them again . . . so I can strip her out of them again. He would let the world know she belonged to him—and he to her.

			Here. He wound his arms around her and cupped her ass, lifting her as he continued to eat at her mouth. Now. She wound her legs around his waist, clinging to him, her breasts smashed against his chest. Her taste . . . as rich and decadent as she smelled, reminding him of everything he’d loved in the past, everything he loved right now, and everything he would love in the future. She was sex, victory, and a high like no other.

			No more waiting, he decided. He needed her, and she needed him. He would have her. Here and now. He would give her that orgasm she’d been wanting.

			Good plan. He bent down to lay her on the table. Her skin remained black rather than blending in with the countertop, and she’d never looked more beautiful. A hard shackle suddenly clamped around his bicep and wrenched him backward, forcing him to sever contact with Lilica. He roared with fury. No one kept him from Lilica!

			“Enough!” John No Last Name entered his awareness. “This is a public place, Dallas.”

			Like he cared. He palmed a gun and aimed at the Rakan. In the back of his mind, he heard a woman shout, “No!”

			He heard Bride order, “You will not fire. You will put the gun down. Now.”

			Compulsion. She’d used it on him before, and he’d been unable to stop his body from obeying her. This time he was able to override the compulsion, his finger twitching on the trigger.

			“Dallas,” Lilica said, her voice trembling. “Put down the gun.”

			He . . . obeyed. Not because he had to, but because he wanted to please her. He sheathed the gun, the fog of desire beginning to clear inside his head.

			He was in a public place, with windows, and he’d almost taken Lilica on a table. He’d aimed a pyre-gun at a fellow lawman, and he would have shot to kill.

			“I’m so sorry,” he said, voice ragged. That damn bond! He had to shatter it or accept it, because he clearly couldn’t go on like this much longer.

			“Trust me. I understand.” John cast a side glance at the green-skinned beauty now standing beside Lilica.

			Jade. Lady Delirium. The knowledge filled him. Jade had the power to read the thoughts of those around her, as well as amph and borrow alien abilities, but only for a day or two.

			“I’ve got myself under control,” Dallas said, and after a slight hesitation, John stepped out of the way. His gaze found Lilica of its own volition. She was panting and wringing her hands as she spoke with Bride about . . . his ears twitched . . . compulsion.

			“—the ability myself,” she was saying. “I call it voice voodoo and—”

			“I call it voice voodoo too!”

			You’ve got to be kidding me. Dallas had just kissed her, had just threatened a fellow agent as well as his best friend’s wife, and Lilica was taking a moment to connect with the female.

			The two even shared a small smile.

			“It requires all my strength, and after I use it,” Lilica said, “I’m completely drained for the rest of the day.”

			“You just need practice,” Bride replied. “I mean, think of it this way. If you started lifting weights, you’d have to work with the lighter ones before you could move on to the big ones. The more you lift, the stronger your muscles grow.” She lowered her voice. “But be careful where you practice and who you practice on. Among humans, voice voodoo is one of the most feared alien abilities, and where there’s fear, there’s violence. Oh, and voodoo rarely works on family, and that includes non–blood related family. Intimate ties create an immunity of sorts.”

			Like the bond he had with Lilica.

			“Thank you.” She embraced the vampire, actually clinging to her, holding on far longer than could be deemed polite, but Bride didn’t seem to mind, was clinging right back. Together, the two reached for Jade, who clung just as tightly.

			How little affection the sisters had received throughout their lives.

			He rubbed the pang in his chest. Lilica would love to hug Trinity like this. How much would she hate Dallas for destroying the girl?

			First lesson he taught would-be agents: Never allow your emotions to supersede logic. Or a job. Or doing what’s right.

			“Tonight Jade and Lilica are going to use my ability to spirit-walk.” John spoke to Dallas but directed the words to Jade as she broke from the embrace. “Before you protest, don’t. I’ll be with them. They’re going to meet with Trinity.”

			His first instinct? Like hell! “Why?”

			“To help decide their next move. They’re beginning to accept the need for Trinity’s incarceration.”

			That was something, at least. Far from mollified, however, Dallas stalked to Lilica’s side and held out his hand. “Let’s go home.”

			She batted his hand away. “Dream on. My food hasn’t arrived.”

			“Forget the food. It’s crap. I’ll have crab cakes delivered.”

			Her midnight eyes widened, and she licked her lips. “Today?”

			“So suspicious.” He tsk-tsked. “Yes, today.”

			“Lobster cakes too. And salmon. And you can’t toss them in the garbage.”

			“Deal.”

			He offered his hand again, and this time, she accepted. Satisfaction bloomed even as the contact nearly sent him into another uncontrollable spiral of lust. He bit his tongue until he tasted blood. Calm. Steady.

			“What are these cakes?” Jade asked.

			“The devil’s candy,” John muttered, somehow nudging her away from the group without actually touching her.

			Through Devyn, Dallas knew a little about the guy’s sitch. As an otherworlder foster child, John had endured some of the worst abuse ever recorded. Only a few months ago, he’d been captured while on an off-the-books mission, his skin peeled from his body. And as soon as his “pelt” had grown back, he’d been skinned alive again.

			Upon his rescue, Devyn had to lock him up for his own safety. He’d been little more than an animal, snarling and attacking anyone who neared him. The difference in him was astounding, and Dallas wondered whether Jade had anything to do with it.

			If she was anything like Lilica, she’d stripped John to the studs and rebuilt him into a stronger, better version of himself.

			“You,” he said to Bride. “Devyn is looking for you and mumbling about finally giving you the spanking you so richly deserve.”

			Merriment danced in her emerald eyes. “Ah, yes. A spanking. A one-handed round of applause for my magnificent ass.”

			Lilica nodded enthusiastically.

			“You are a bad influence on my girl,” he said, and led Lilica to the door.

			“Your girl?” she whispered, her grip tightening on his hand.

			Silent, he shouldered his way outside. Releasing her—and swallowing a curse—he scanned the sidewalks. No suspicious activity or—

			His gaze returned to the short, curvy blonde across the street. Her back was to him. She peered into a shop window—a shop for power tools. She wore a dark jacket, a hood hiding her hair, but several strands had escaped, pale ribbons whisking in the breeze.

			A prickle of awareness crawled down the ridges of his spine.

			Lilica gave him a little shove. “Regretting your promise of cakes already?”

			“Do me a favor and blend in with our surroundings.” That way, no one could get a lock on her.

			“No. If I’m in danger, you’re in danger. I won’t let you become the sole target.” She must have read his thoughts.

			Stubborn woman. Dallas turned to the side, keeping the shop window in his periphery. He could just make out the girl’s reflection of health, vitality, and seduction. No doubt about it, he was looking at Trinity Swan, queen of the Schön.

			Acting casual, he led Lilica down the street. Trinity followed them. Excellent. He could lead her straight into a trap.

			Lilica whispered, “Are you sure it’s her?”

			Accursed bond! She could spoil everything, alert her sister and send the girl running. “Don’t look back. Please. She’ll realize we know she’s here.”

			Lilica wound her arm around his, squeezing with more force than necessary, and smiled up at him, as if she were about to tell him a naughty secret. “All right. I concede. I won’t wait to speak with her. Just promise me you’ll lock her away and let Jade and me try to cleanse her. We’ll be the only ones ever at risk.”

			He blinked in surprise. She’d offered more than he’d ever expected from her. “Lilica—”

			“I’m willing to help you, Dallas, but we both need to get something out of the deal. So let’s bargain. And despite everything, let’s trust each other to do as promised.”

			“Your bargain is too open-ended. If you and Jade can’t cleanse her after a month . . . five months . . . a year? What then? The longer she’s locked away, the higher the probability she’ll rot and die or even escape.”

			He knew he was getting through to her, but he also felt the despair picking at her insides like carrion birds who’d finally found a meal.

			“A year, then. Give us a year.”

			“Judging by her newest victims, she might rot within weeks.”

			“Just . . . give us a month. Please,” she grated.

			Shock hit him. Because of the bond, he knew she had sworn never to plead with anyone for anything. “Why are you so concerned with saving her? She tried to kill you.”

			“And you’re clearly an only child or you wouldn’t have to ask. The disease tried to kill me.”

			“Sweetheart, she is the disease.”

			She shook her head with violent determination. “The Schön disease was forced on her, and while I couldn’t save her then, I can do everything in my power to save her now. I must. For years we wove rescue fantasies; they were our only real life raft. The only reason we survived. Now I’m free, but she isn’t. She’s still locked in a prison of the institute’s making.”

			Comprehension suddenly dawned. She loved her sister, yes, but more than that, she wanted to right what she perceived as a terrible wrong. She tortured herself with thoughts that if she’d just been stronger, she could have helped Trinity before all this started; she refused to accept the fact that she’d been a child herself, with no way to save herself much less her sister.

			How could he refuse her?

			“Let’s see if I can convince Mia.” He tapped his ear, turning on his cell phone and dialing his boss’s number with only a thought.

			As soon as she answered, he explained the situation and the offered deal. He expected her to curse and refuse, and he wasn’t disappointed. “This is the best deal you’re going to get. Turn it down, and we may not capture Trinity at all. Say yes, and you get two new assets along with a prisoner. Lilica and Jade have abilities like none you’ve ever seen. You want them. Trust me.”

			“You sound like Devyn and John,” she grumbled. “Both called earlier today.”

			Laying the groundwork before Dallas accepted what had once seemed like the unacceptable. Nice. “I need your decision. I’ve got a lock on the Schön right now.”

			She sucked in a breath. “Yes, you mangy mutt. Yes, I agree.”

			“Thanks.” Click.

			For once—twice, thrice, whatever—he stopped cursing the bond and enjoyed the benefits. He didn’t have to explain the conversation to Lilica. “Let’s get Trinity into an alley. Without innocents in the way, I’ll be able to shoot her with a gun created just for her and—”

			A tendril of betrayal drifted through him.

			“—and,” he continued through gritted teeth, annoyed by her immediate distrust of his intentions, “prevent her from running away. It’ll be a flesh wound; she’ll recover while you search for a cure. You’ll keep anyone from entering the alley. There’s a pyre-gun at my side. It has a stun setting and should work on everyone. If it doesn’t, press the small black button on the handle and a blade will pop out.”

			“Thank you for understanding.” She rested her head on his shoulder and wound an arm around his waist, letting her hand slide under his jacket. Her fingers curled around the weapon’s handle. “And thank you.”

			Feels so good against me.

			Concentrate. He turned them into the first alley he came across. A massage parlor on one side and a gourmet dessert shop on the other. Immediately they broke apart, Dallas standing in the center, aiming his gun while Lilica shooed away the handful of homeless men and women living in makeshift boxes, shepherding them toward the opposite end of the alley. When she finished, she pressed her back against a brick wall, the weapon steady in her hand.

			One minute passed, two . . . five. People continued to meander along the sidewalk, but none were a short, curvy blonde with a hood pulled up. Where was she?

			He waited another minute . . . another five . . . ten, but still no sign of her.

			“She must have realized we’d pegged her,” Lilica said, a slight tremor in her voice.

			“Did you tell her?” He lowered his arm, shaking with fury. “Did you have a telepathic conversation with her?”

			“No! She blocked me years ago. But even if she hadn’t, and I’d tried, you would have heard every word.”

			True. He owed her an apology. “Failure made me cranky. Sorry.”

			“Whatever.”

			“Does she have any abilities I don’t know about? Teleporting? Invisibility?” Could she be here even now, listening to their conversation?

			“No.” Her eyes widened. “Unless . . . she stole someone else’s abilities. The Teran I fought today. He’d been drained of that particular life force.”

			The number of problems tripled. Terans were known for stealth, the ability to camouflage themselves, and an aptitude for climbing the unclimbable.

			On instinct, he glanced up—and met Trinity’s gaze.
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			Her sister had scaled a building to watch Lilica interact with Dallas. But as soon as Dallas had spotted her, she’d hurried away, disappearing over the roof. Dallas had called for reinforcements, and a helicopter had arrived shortly thereafter, but Trinity had already vanished by then.

			Infecting men to steal their abilities. Creating an army of soldiers who would do anything she demanded, the need to please her more important than survival. Trying to harm her youngest sister. And that had been her goal, hadn’t it? Not to kill Dallas, not even to kill Lilica through Dallas, but to straight-up destroy Lilica in the worst possible way.

			Sadness blended with devastation. What would Trinity do next?

			Dallas rushed Lilica to his apartment, stationing AIR agents throughout the entire building. He also used special equipment to bar every door and window. AIR issued a statewide alert for all humans and otherworlders to be on the lookout for Trinity Swan. They posted a photo of her beautiful face with the words: If seen, do not approach. Do not engage. Do not injure. Call AIR.

			Bad move, AIR. Bad. Lilica knew people. Had hacked into camera feeds throughout the city to watch and observe crowds in the isolated comfort of IOT. If Trinity was spotted, she would be mobbed. Her disease would spread.

			My fault. I should have captured her when I had the chance.

			In an effort to keep her mind busy, Lilica unpacked the garments and accessories she’d bought during her shopping extravaganza. But she couldn’t dredge up any excitement for any of the items. Light-years seemed to have passed, the girl she’d been no longer the girl she was now.

			The doorbell sounded. Dallas answered, a gun in hand. A man she’d never met handed him a bag and left without saying a word.

			Dallas offered the bag to her. Inside she found every kind of cake he’d promised, plus an array of dessert cakes, but she couldn’t bring herself to eat a single one. Her stomach hurt.

			She sat on the couch, and he paced in front of her. “I want you to know I watched video feed of the fight. And before and after the fight. There were cameras everywhere,” he said. “You have skill. I was impressed.”

			“Thank you. But cameras are illegal.” She made no mention of the ones she’d hacked. “Over the years, too many people used advanced software to manipulate what others would see.”

			He ignored her, saying, “You think people stare at you because they consider you a freak. You’re wrong. People stare and children point because you are the most exquisite woman on the planet. And because you glow as if you are life itself—as if you are my life.”

			Her eyes widened, her breath catching in her throat. His life?

			And could he be right? She detected no lie through the bond.

			He ran a hand down his face. “Okay. I’m getting delightfully poetic, and that’s not good for either one of us. I can’t trust myself around you. The things I want to do to you . . .” He stepped toward her, only to stop himself with a curse. “Once I’m inside you, I have a feeling nothing and no one will be able to drag me out. Not duty. Not responsibility. Not all of AIR. And my need is only growing . . . better.”

			Every word he spoke lit a new fire inside her. No, not true. She always burned for him. His words merely threw accelerant on the flames.

			“I’m going to lock myself in the bedroom before I do something stupid,” he muttered, and stomped away. The door slammed shut, and the lock engaged.

			She stared after him, her heart pounding. She paced, but her desire never cooled.

			As one hour passed . . . two . . . she began to hate her body. The aches were worse than ever. Her nipples were hard little points. Her core was drenched and ready. Her limbs trembled. Her skin . . . was too sensitive for her clothing.

			She stripped to her brand-new lingerie. Chilled air kissed her, but even that was a stimulant.

			Finally she could take it no more. She knocked on the bedroom door. —Dallas! We’re making out, and that’s an order. We’ll stop before going all the way.—

			Desire was strong, stronger than ever, but this time, not even it could stop the flow of the bond.

			—Said the seductress to the helpless victim. No!—

			—I’ll straddle your waist and grind against your erection. We’ll both climax and—

			—You are killing me.—

			—I’m killing myself.—

			A tension-laden pause stretched between them.

			—Screw this. Yes. Hell yes.— The lock turned—only to turn again a second later. A fist banged into the door, rattling the frame, and this time he shouted his denial. “No!”

			—Don’t think you can control yourself?— She clawed at the door, her nails sharp enough to slice little slits into the metal. —Have a little faith in your strength.—

			—I know I can’t control myself with you!—

			Another hour passed, the most torturous hour she’d ever endured. He’d finally stomped out of his room to demand satisfaction, but she’d been unable to forget his valiant fight and hadn’t wanted him to lose, so she’d denied him. The push-pull maddened her!

			And she seriously regretted her act of mercy.

			When she could fight her arousal no longer, she got down and dirty, trying to bring herself to climax, letting Dallas see, hear, and feel her through the bond. But nothing worked. Satisfaction remained a pipe dream.

			Dallas opened the door with frenzied lust in his eyes, took one look at her splayed on the couch, legs open, and slammed the door without touching her. And she needed him to touch her! She was nothing but a husk for hormones and lust.

			Finally—blessedly!—the madness began to fade. “Distract me,” she croaked. No more speaking inside his head unless absolutely necessary. Too intimate.

			“How? I can’t think about anything but your beautiful . . . hot . . . wet . . . delicious body.”

			Deep breath in . . . out . . . good. “Tonight Jade is going to pull Trinity and me into the spirit world. How is AIR going to capture her?”

			“While you’re in the spirit realm, you’ll use our bond to tell me where Trinity’s physical body is located. We’ll swoop in and contain it while she is unable to fight back. By the time her spirit returns to it, she’ll already be in prison.”

			A sound plan, and yet Lilica’s nerves threw a fit. Surely Trinity would prepare for such an eventuality. “What if she leaves her physical body in some kind of trap?”

			“It’s a chance we have to take. I’ll be careful, though, and so will you. Understand? If you’re hurt . . . or worse . . .”

			His concern thrilled her, easing an underlay of strain she hadn’t known she still carried.

			When his internal cell phone rang a few seconds later, they both breathed a sigh of relief. Another distraction! But their relief evaporated in an instant. Devyn delivered devastating news. Bride was missing. No one had seen her since she’d left the diner. Her husband was enraged, frantic, and beyond worried.

			If Trinity had taken her . . . harmed her . . .

			Motions jerky, Lilica dressed in a black leather vest and a pair of black leather pants.

			“It’s time.” Dallas emerged from the bedroom. His dark hair stuck out in spikes, and his clothes were torn, as if he’d ripped them off and put them back on a hundred times. His tortured expression gutted her.

			“If Bride is with Trinity, I’ll bring her back,” Lilica told him. “No matter what I have to do.”

			“There’s been a change of plans. You stay. Jade goes alone.”

			“What? Why?” she demanded.

			“Trinity is out for blood. You’re not going to do anything but anger her.” He cared more about Lilica’s welfare than Trinity’s demise? When had that happened?

			“I’m going, and that’s that. I have to do this.” She closed the distance and hugged him tight before returning to the couch. In a tug-of-war, only one side could win. She’d tried to work both sides. Trinity, then Dallas . . . Dallas, then Trinity. Well, no more.

			A thousand and one things could go wrong tonight, but she finally had a clear goal: the safety and wellness of the world and the innocents who populated it. She would start with the safety and wellness of Bride.

			She blinked, and suddenly she was standing in the center of a thick white fog with Jade at her side.

			—Dallas?—

			—Yes?— His voice drifted through her mind, fainter than ever before.

			—I’m with Jade.—

			A pause. —Be careful, sweetheart. If anything goes wrong . . .—

			—I know. Save everyone, then run like hell.—

			—No. Hell, no. Save yourself.—

			“Is John here?” she asked Jade, forcing thoughts of Dallas to the back of her mind.

			“Yes. He’s hidden deep in the mist, where he’ll remain unless something goes wrong.” Her voice grew louder on the last few words, directed not just at Lilica but at John, wherever he was.

			“So, what do we do now?”

			“Now I take us to Trinity. I’ve been practicing with John. I can find her while also anchoring you to this realm, allowing you to exit the mist without returning to your body. Come.” She linked their fingers and led Lilica forward. Though they moved step by step, the apartment and then the outside world whizzed past at a dizzying speed, leaving Lilica unable to track the path they took.

			By the time they stopped, they were in an underground tunnel, dark and damp. Rats—among the only animals to survive the war—scurried along the edges, toward a wall of cages. Fifteen people were trapped inside, all otherworlders.

			Trinity’s captives provided another hated blow to the memory of the sister Lilica had cherished. Her gaze landed on the dark-haired beauty crouched in the back of the middle cage, and acid filled her stomach. Bride.

			I’m doing the right thing. Trinity cannot be allowed to roam free.

			Waves of fury and fear pulsed along the bond. —I found Bride. Trinity has her, and a handful of others. No one looks to be infected, and there’s no taint of the Schön disease in the air.—

			—Thank God.—

			—I think . . . I think Trinity stole their abilities, though.— Why else would she have taken them and not infected them?

			But. If she had taken Bride’s voice voodoo . . .

			Did she know the ability wouldn’t work on Lilica or Jade?

			—Thanks to John, we’ve got a lock on your location.— Dallas’s voice again. —Devyn and AIR are already on the move.—

			“Our sister is a grade-A bitch,” Jade said, her hands fisted.

			“Shhh.”

			“Why? No one can hear or see us.”

			—What the—Lilica, the Schön have invaded my building.— Dallas’s voice filled her head once again, fainter than before, barely audible. —You have to . . .—

			Silence.

			Panic turned her blood to icy sludge and her skin to smoldering coal.

			“What’s wrong?” Jade demanded.

			Her throat was as dry as the air in No Man’s Land. “Trinity sent the Schön to Dallas.”

			Her sister paled. “Did she send her people to John? Without his spirit, he’s—”

			“I don’t know, but he can handle himself.” And so could Dallas. There was no need to worry. He’d probably slipped into silence because the bond was weakening. They’d made it through the worst of the animal hunger without having sex.

			Sorrow joined her fear. Going to lose him.

			“They’ve trained for situations worse than this,” Lilica added.

			“But John is vulnerable. A body cannot move or fight without a spirit.”

			“He knows it. He would have taken measures to protect you both.”

			Jade rallied quickly. “You’re right. Of course you’re right.”

			“Now, where’s our infamous sister?” Lilica camouflaged herself out of habit, even though she was hidden by mist, and walked toward the cages, amazed by Trinity’s capacity for evil. She’d taken men, women, even children. The children were scared and sobbing, the women doing their best to remain strong and unaffected, calming influences. The men—those who weren’t cowering in back—were murmuring about ways to escape.

			Two half-naked men—guards?—strode from behind a series of boulders. Those boulders were a block to another room in the cavern, she realized. The two men carried a naked male between them, who didn’t have the strength to hold himself up, his legs dragging behind him. The scent of the Schön accompanied all three, a mix of sweet, salty, and rot. Each of the three sported at least one open, oozing wound.

			“I hate this,” Jade said, a tremor in the words. “I hate the woman Trinity has become.”

			“I know.”

			The trio stopped at the last cage, the only empty one, and placed the man inside. The guards turned their attention to the cage with the most women, licking their lips as if they were starved.

			Brave Bride marched to the forefront and smiled a cold, hard smile. “I’m going to enjoy killing you.”

			“We’re already dead.” The guard reached through the bars to pinch a lock of her hair. “Soon you’ll join us.”

			She yanked the strands from his grip. “How sad for you. You just guaranteed you’re going to lose your hand.”

			“Quiet.” Trinity strode out from around the boulders, tightening the belt at her waist to cinch her robe in place. Her pale hair was tousled, her skin pink with health, her eyes glittering with far more power than yesterday.

			Lilica pressed her heels into the ground, stifling the urge to leap across the cavern and smack her sister silly.

			Trinity stopped before the cages. Searching the masses for her next victim? Then her shoulders squared, her spine as straight as steel. Slowly, so slowly, she turned, her gaze roving here . . . there . . . everywhere. Had she sensed her invisible audience?

			“Welcome, sisters. I’m so glad you’ve arrived.” She smiled just as slowly, though her gaze never locked on Lilica or Jade. “I expected you earlier. No matter. Let me tell you how this is going to work.”

			Oh, yes. She’d sensed her audience.

			“Jade, you’re going to pull me into the spirit realm. If you fail to return me within five minutes—and trust me, my men will be counting down—everyone in the cages will be decapitated. If I return and my prisoners are gone, I will infect the entire city. I’ve found a way. . . .”

			No. A lie! If she’d found a way, she would have done it already.

			—Dallas, you there? Trinity is threatening to infect the city if we don’t do what she wants.—

			No response. As if the bond was already gone.

			Her gut tightened in fear, and her fingers curled into fists. For the first time, she knew she could kill her sister.

			She had to try one more time. —Dallas?—

			Again, silence.

			“What should I do?” Jade asked her.

			Split-second decision. “Exactly what Trinity demanded. Pull her into the spirit realm.”

			Jade closed her eyes before nodding. She approached Trinity . . . reached through the girl’s body and yanked out her spirit. Suddenly there were two versions of her: the body and the spirit. One unmoving, the other gloating.

			“How can you be so cruel?” Jade took a step back.

			Trinity flicked her long mane over her shoulder. “I told you. I’ve learned I can only ever rely on myself. You would do well to learn the lesson yourself. Now. You’re going to give me your abilities, strengthening my own. And you,” she said to Lilica, who allowed herself to appear. “You’ll do the same.”

			Voice voodoo. Bride’s voice voodoo. No, Trinity didn’t know her blood relations were immune.

			Trinity had done many terrible things, but this might be the worst. Planning to steal her sisters’ powers, leaving them helpless in an unforgiving world.

			Jade played along, holding out her hands as if complying helplessly with Trinity’s command. Trinity linked their fingers, initiating skin-to-skin contact.

			Sensing what Jade wanted her to do, Lilica clasped her forearm. A second later, Jade whisked the three of them to a new location, preventing Trinity from reentering her body.

			A thicker cloud of mist surrounded them, nothing else visible.

			With a screech of fury, Trinity ripped free of Jade’s hold. “Take me back. Take me back, or you will suffer in ways you can’t even imagine.”

			“Lilica?” Jade asked, unsure now.

			“No,” she said. To Trinity, she added, “You should have done your homework. Compulsion doesn’t work on family.”

			“You aren’t my family!”

			The words cut at her. “I suppose we aren’t. Not anymore.”

			Trinity wasn’t done. “This is your fault! You should have used your gifts to free us from the institute rather than sentencing Walsh to death. After that day, they kept us so drugged we couldn’t even think straight. If I’d been free, I never would’ve had a worse doctor see to my care. I never would’ve been forced to absorb the Schön. I never would’ve done any of this.”

			So much resentment . . . Am I truly at fault? “Is that why you wanted me dead?” Lilica whispered.

			“Wanted?” Trinity laughed without humor. “I want you dead, and I want to see it happen.”

			Cutting deeper, making her bleed inside. “Surely you don’t hate me so violently because of something I did as a child.”

			Trinity hissed, “You’re the ugly one. The one they didn’t want. And yet here you are, the one bonded to Dallas. The object of his fascination. But he’s mine. I have plans for him.”

			Her sister was . . . jealous? Trinity wanted Dallas to be her man.

			Rage . . . “Your plans just got canceled.” Her sense of possession flared. “He’s mine, and I’m keeping him.”

			With a screech, Trinity launched at Lilica and knocked her to the ground. A bundle of fury, Trinity punched, scratched, and kicked her, and Lilica let her do it, accepting the abuse as her due. Punishment for her sins. Trinity was right. At least in one regard. Lilica should have worked on escape rather than retribution.

			But the next thing she knew, Jade was there, pulling Trinity off her and . . . not letting go.

			Trinity began to tremble. “No. No! Stop.” A scream parted her lips. “Noooo!”

			“You don’t get to hurt my sister.” Jade finally released her, and Trinity went limp.

			“No,” Lilica said, shaking her head. “Jade! Tell me you didn’t—”

			“I did.” The green-skinned beauty eyed her with a devastating mix of determination and remorse before grabbing her hand and yanking her to her feet. “I stole the Schön life force. Took what I could, anyway. She’s weakened, and we . . . we have to act fast.”
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			Lilica woke up crying, and it broke something inside Dallas. Resistance, maybe. Or a link to a past he would rather forget, where a little boy feared losing the people he loved and did his best to remain detached.

			This beautiful, strong woman should only ever laugh . . . or moan with pleasure.

			When more than twenty Schön had swarmed the apartment building, Dallas had remained by Lilica’s side. He and the agents positioned nearby had put their SS guns to good use, bagging and tagging every soldier. Trinity had planned ahead, but so had he. No one had reached Lilica’s vulnerable body. He would have died first.

			Now he gathered her in his arms, needing contact the way he needed air. She buried her face in the hollow of his neck and wrapped her arms around him, clinging to him as she sobbed, her hot tears trickling over his skin.

			He combed his fingers through her hair, some strands black, others honey brown. “Trinity’s men had orders to hide her body the moment her spirit left it. AIR was able to free her prisoners, but not capture her. Not at first. John followed her and was able to lead us straight to her. She’s now in custody and on her way to a holding cell.”

			“Good. I’m glad. But Jade . . .” Shudders racked Lilica. “She stole a portion of the disease, as well as a portion of the otherworld abilities Trinity acquired.”

			Silence. Such oppressive silence.

			“She’s going to be all right,” she said. “Yes? She’s never kept what she’s stolen. Ever. She’s never been strong enough. The abilities have always returned to their owners.”

			“I don’t know. Nothing like this has ever happened before.”

			“I want to see her. I need to see her.”

			“She’ll have to be locked away. For her own good,” he added before she could protest. “For yours too. For everyone in New Chicago.”

			Her nails dug into his shoulders. “I don’t care. I love her, and I have to know she’s being treated well.”

			“Yeah. I thought you’d say that.”

			He made some calls before driving her to the facility in No Man’s Land, where AIR had also locked away the rest of Trinity’s victims. Lilica stared out the window, her features blank. The worst part? He couldn’t feel her emotions through the bond.

			Why couldn’t he feel her emotions?

			As soon as he was parked in front of the warehouse, he gave her a mask and gloves to cover every area of exposed skin. The filters in the nostril holes would prevent her from breathing in the acidic air.

			“I used to live out here, you know,” she said, her voice soft and yet heavy. “The institute is only a few miles away. From one prison to the other.”

			Wind whistled as it swept over the car, and sand pelted the doors. Ping, ping, ping. An eerie soundtrack. The only one audible within the thirty-mile stretch of desolation and ruin. This was no place for a child.

			“Your life is better now,” he said, squeezing her hand.

			“Is it, though? Both of my sisters are suffering.”

			The words haunted him as they raced inside the building. Armed guards were hidden throughout the terrain, and the number of ID scans had tripled. After decontamination, Dallas and Lilica stripped off the extra gear. He took her hand, holding on tight. Too tight. But he couldn’t help himself. He felt as if he would lose her. As if he was already losing her.

			Mia was there, staring into Trinity’s cell. “I can’t believe we have her.”

			Trinity huddled on the floor, despite the cot in the corner. Her pale hair was tangled, her skin smeared with dirt, but she bore no sores.

			Dallas said nothing, following Lilica.

			“Lilica,” Trinity called. “Lilica!”

			Lilica paid her eldest sister no heed, moving past her cell to stop in front of Jade’s. John was there, silent but not stoic as he watched her pace from one side to the other. Fury pulsed from him.

			Lilica trembled as she flattened her hand on the glass. The room had all the comforts of home. A soft bed with even softer covers. A toilet hidden by a privacy screen. A minifridge. Even a holoscreen TV. Jade noticed her and rushed over, pressing her palm against Lilica’s. Unlike Trinity, she was covered with open sores. Her once silky hair was now limp and dull.

			“Why did you do it?” Lilica demanded.

			Tears welled in Jade’s red-rimmed eyes. “It was the only way.”

			“It wasn’t. The disease is going to return to her, but part of it may stay inside you, your own personal infection. You might have done it for nothing. Nothing!”

			The hurt Lilica projected, the pain . . . as if she’d finally been crushed. The doctors who’d raised and tortured her hadn’t been able to break her, but her sisters had managed to do so. Tears burned the backs of Dallas’s eyes, and he had to blink them away.

			—Everything could work out for the best. Let’s not give up hope.—

			He pushed the thought into her mind, but seconds passed . . . a minute . . . and there was no response. Could she not hear him anymore?

			Frowning, he dug through her memories, the ones the bond had stored in hidden corners of his mind. Determined to find the reason, and the solution. To his consternation, many of the memories were no longer as clear, as if the corners they’d been stored in had been flooded, the boxes ruined. Even so, he found the answer he sought.

			He and Lilica hadn’t had sex, and the bond was fading. Soon he would have no tie to her at all.

			Every cell in his body shouted a denial. He wasn’t sure when he’d stopped resenting the bond, or when he’d come to rely on it, expect and need it, but he had. It had happened, and he didn’t want to go a single day without a tie to her. She meant something to him. More than he’d ever thought possible.

			But . . . did she mean enough for him to make things permanent?

			How did she feel about him?

			“What are we going to do if you remain sick?” Lilica whispered.

			Jade offered her a sad smile. “We’re going to say good-bye. The Schön will die one way or another—because you’re going to kill it.”

			“Kill you, you mean.” Lilica slammed her fist into the wall. The glass was bullet-, pyre-, and shatterproof, and she hissed, her knuckles crunching, her skin splitting.

			A wound he didn’t acquire. He bit the inside of his cheek.

			She glared at her sister. “You would leave me on my own? To endure this terrible world without you?”

			She would never again be on her own. She would always have Dallas.

			The thought jolted him, because suddenly he knew. Yes. She meant enough to him to make things permanent. She meant everything to him, and right now she was breaking what was left of his heart.

			“I’m sorry,” Jade said, her tears continuing to rain. “I’m so sorry. But now you have a chance to help Trinity. The one you wanted.”

			“I don’t want it anymore.” A screech from the depths of her soul.

			Jade bowed her head. “I’m sorry,” she repeated.

			Dallas wound an arm around Lilica’s waist. “We won’t know if the disease is going to return to Trinity until tomorrow morning, or how Jade will be affected afterward. Let’s go home and wait there.”

			Her shoulders rolled in, and she allowed him to lead her away from the cell without protest . . . down the hall, where she once again ignored Trinity.

			“Lilica! Please,” Trinity called. “I’m sorry too. I never meant—”

			Lilica missed a footstep. “Begging,” she whispered. “But it’s too little too late.”

			As they entered the decontamination room, she swallowed what looked to be a sob. Together they reapplied the safety masks and gloves, and Dallas ached for her all the while. For the girl she’d been and the woman she was.

			Lilica remained silent the entire drive home. He reached for her hand, but she drew back, and he didn’t need the bond to tell him why. She was preparing herself for their separation, arming herself against him.

			He gnashed his teeth, but kept silent. She was hurting right now, and he wouldn’t add to her problems.

			He hustled her inside the apartment; as soon as the door was locked, a laser bar engaged, and he kissed her temple and said, “Wait here.” He strode to his bedroom, where he dug inside his dresser.

			If he was going to do this, he was going to do it right.

			He held the small gold ring to the light. Worth more in sentiment than cash, but all the best things were.

			It had first belonged to his grandmother. A thousand times over, his mother could have sold it. She should have sold it. They’d desperately needed every penny for food. Instead, she’d saved it, as if her parents’ love and affection were the only ray of hope in the doom and gloom of her life.

			Lilica had missed out on so many human experiences, but no more. Not on his watch. More than that, she needed as many ties to him as he could give her. Hell, he needed those ties.

			He needed a bond . . . in body and in soul. Marriage could protect her—the sister of a predatory otherworlder—in ways humans would respect.

			He strode out of the bedroom, but skidded to a stop when he spotted Lilica. She sat in the recliner, gloriously naked and partially hidden by shadows. One hand held a glass of iced whiskey while the other clutched the arm of the chair.

			“Look how pretty,” she said, and a bolt of sizzling lust struck him. Just like in the vision. She cupped her mouthwatering breasts. “We can pretend. You like to pretend, yes? You are a man, and I am a woman, no problems between us.”

			This. This was the vision coming to life. He shot hard as a rock. “Sex?”

			“No. It’ll be like before.” She set the glass on the side table and stood, the light falling over her, revealing small but pert breasts, nipples like diamonds, the scrolls etched into her skin glowing. “In the shower.”

			Her delectable scent hit him, arousal in its purest form, and he nearly fell to his knees. “I want more,” he croaked. “I want sex.”

			She frowned at him. “But . . . the bond.”

			“I know. I want the bond too.”

			Her eyes widened, the pulse at the base of her neck fluttering wildly as her skin changed a thousand different colors.

			When he’d first met her, he remembered thinking the heart within mattered most, her beauty just a bonus. She’d more than proven herself a woman of incredible worth. Loyal to the bone. Honest. Fiercely protective of those she loved.

			“I want the bond. And I want marriage, want us legally bound in front of witnesses. I want you to become my permanent inconvenience.”

			“Marriage?” she gasped out, as if the notion were preposterous. “Permanence?”

			He didn’t back down. He couldn’t. Somehow, she’d become the most important part of his life. It had happened too quickly. Fine. Whatever. But the simple fact was, it had happened. He could have lost her today. He wasn’t prepared to lose her.

			“I want you, all of you. I want everything you have to give.” He closed the distance and held out the ring. “I want you to bear my name. I want to be your partner. A legal pain in your ass. I want you with me, always and forever.”

			Her hand fluttered over her mouth. “Dallas . . . I don’t . . . I can’t believe . . .”

			“We’ll never be alone again. No matter what happens, we’ll have each other.”

			“But . . . why do you want me? I’ll never be your type, and my situation is—”

			“You are my type,” he interjected. “You are my only type. And we’ll deal with your situation the way we’ll deal with all our problems. Together.”

			She trembled as he slid the ring on her finger. She looked at the band, then at Dallas, then at the band again.

			“I know it’s not much. I’ll get you something better. Just say yes.”

			“Why would I want something better? There is nothing better. This is absolutely exquisite,” she whispered as she petted it.

			With a groan, she leaped into his arms, smashing her lips against his.

			He opened for her, their tongues thrusting together, rolling and dancing. A mating dance. Her sweet taste sparked a passion-fever inside his veins, her titillating scent enveloping them both, creating a cocoon. No one and nothing else existed outside this moment.

			She tugged at his clothing, ripping the material. “Get naked. Get naked now.”

			[image: ]

			Need consumed Lilica. As soon as Dallas was bare, she forced herself to slow. He was her man. Willingly. Happily. She wanted to know more about him. All about him. Wanted to save him.

			She caressed the musical notes etched into his pec. “Tell me,” she beseeched.

			His pupils flared. “For you? Anything.” He kissed her temple. “My mother was an Onadyn user, and during the rare moments she was lucid and cheerful, she would sing to me.”

			Onadyn. A drug some otherworlders needed to survive Earth’s atmosphere. Humans used it to get high, even though it destroyed portions of their brains.

			Her fingertips stroked a path of fire to his rib cage, where the tree of life bloomed.

			“A reminder every time I look into the mirror,” he said. “Every word and every action is a seed. One day something will grow from it. Whether good or bad. Just depends on the kind of seed I planted.”

			“That is beautiful.” He was beautiful. She bent down to flick her tongue over one of his nipples, then the other. “And the eyes on your feet?”

			One corner of his mouth quirked up. “A reminder that someone is always watching.” He dragged his fingertips along the tätoveerimine marking her shoulders. “The first time I noticed these, I wanted to lick them. I still want to lick them.”

			“Me first.” She pushed him into the chair, and he stared at her, utterly transfixed, as she dropped to her knees. “I’m going to be much nicer to these from now on.” She kissed one testicle, then the other. “I promise.”

			He chuckled, and she loved the sound. As charming as he was, as carefree as he sometimes seemed, very few people could make him laugh with genuine amusement.

			I am one of the few. I’m special!

			She curled her fingers around the base of his erection. “As you may or may not know, I’m fascinated with this part of you.” Out flicked her tongue. She traced the outer edge, then the slit in the center. A bead of desire welled, and she lapped it up.

			He sucked in a breath—and she sucked him to the back of her throat, soon growing used to the way he stretched her jaw.

			“I’ve wanted you too badly for too long,” he rasped. “You keep that up, and I’m going to blow in your mouth. I’d rather blow inside you.”

			Inside her . . . yes. Her first time. Their first time. She stood and straddled his lap, the long, hard length of him bobbing between them. “I will finish you in my mouth next time.”

			“And you won’t hear any complaints from me. Maybe a few commands for you to work me harder and faster, but that will depend on your skill level. We’ll evaluate and discuss.”

			“Funny man.” She wrapped her hand around his shaft. “Are you sure you want to tease me when I have control of your precious?”

			“Yes. Teasing you is my new favorite hobby.” He kneaded her breasts, his thumbs brushing over the puckered crests. “Such a perfect view.”

			As he leaned forward to run his tongue over the scrolls etched on her shoulders, sensation shot straight to her core, where she ached with molten desire. This man . . . oh, this man . . .

			He was every dream she’d ever had, every dream she’d never known she’d had, and every dream she would ever have. And he wanted her too. Wanted her fiercely, madly, deeply, as if she were a prize.

			“You are a prize,” he said, and tortured her nipple with a glorious suck.

			The bond had begun to strengthen again! For a moment she could even see herself through his eyes. An exotic creature with extraordinary markings to explore. Her curves were an irresistible smorgasbord. An all-you-can-eat buffet.

			He smiled at her slowly, wickedly, before fitting his teeth over her other nipple. He did something with his tongue . . . something strange and wondrous, as if his Arcadian powers stroked her too. Stroked deeper.

			She cried out in bliss, her hands moving to his scalp, her nails digging in deep to hold him in place. He caressed down . . . down the ridges of her spine before cupping her ass to yank her closer. Her core rubbed against his shaft, the pleasure too much but not enough.

			“It’s as if you were created just for me,” he said, the awe in his tone undoing her. “As if I gave the lab a list, and they made my perfect woman.”

			The warmth of her breath fanned the shell of his ear before she bit the lobe . . . kissed the stubble along his jaw . . . finally reaching his lips. As their tongues thrust together, he reached underneath her to slide a finger deep, deep inside her, making her gasp.

			“So hot,” he praised. “So wet.”

			“More.” Her voice was so thick with arousal, she sounded drunk.

			“I’ll give you whatever you need. Always.” He fed her another finger, stretching her, moving the two in and out of her, mimicking the motions of their tongues. They weren’t just having sex with their mouths and his fingers, they were making love.

			“Don’t stop. Please, don’t stop. Please . . . give me more. All.”

			I’m willing to beg?

			As a child, she’d refused to beg Walsh for mercy. Refused to beg for treats or scraps of affection. She’d feared revealing a weakness, a vulnerability. Had only broken to help her sister. Nothing else had ever tempted her. Until this man. Yes, she would beg. Wanting him was a very real part of her being. The fabric from which a new, stronger Lilica had been made.

			“Would rather die than stop.” —Can’t get enough of her. Will never get enough.—

			His thoughts drifted through her mind, as rapturous as his touch. Need for him grew into a frenzied rush. She bit his tongue and sucked on the wound, savoring the taste of his blood. Her head fogged, making her ravenous for more. The same hunger consumed him. His hips jerked up, his rigid length sliding more firmly between her legs, creating a friction that sparked a thousand new fires in her veins.

			She flattened her hand on his chest, just above his heart. The muscle was as hard as the rest of him, the organ itself pounding swift and erratic. Pushing herself up so that her breasts hovered just out of reach, she peered into his eyes.

			“Your other women—”

			He scowled, interjecting, “No other women. Can’t remember them.”

			Tenderness swamped her, but she continued as if he hadn’t interrupted. “—they didn’t know you, because you wouldn’t let them. I know you, and I want to see you as you fill me.”

			“Yes. I’m going to fill you up, brand you, make you mine in body as well as soul.” With his fingers anchored on her hips, holding her tight enough to bruise, he guided her to the tip of his erection.

			She reveled in his strength.

			“I don’t want anything between us,” he rasped. “Do you?”

			She hadn’t even considered using protection, had been more concerned with the present than the future. But, like him, she wanted nothing between them. Not this first time.

			“I just want you. And don’t worry. I won’t get pregnant. The birth control I was given hasn’t yet worn off.” She pressed down, taking an inch of him . . . tried to take more but couldn’t. He was so big, so wide, and she needed a moment to adjust. Panting, she said, “No . . . going back . . . after this.”

			“Don’t want to go back.” Sweat trickled down his temples, falling to his shoulders, rolling down his chest. All the while, their gazes held. His pupils were blown, arctic irises hidden by a pool of black.

			And . . . she gasped. Amidst the black were pinpricks of light, like the ones found within her eyes.

			They were becoming . . . one?

			The knowledge electrified her, aroused her to the point of madness. With a desperate cry, she slammed down on his erection, burying his length inside her. A sharp lance of pain quickly vanished beneath an onslaught of undiluted pleasure; she was fully seated on him.

			“Okay? All right?” he panted.

			“Good, so good.”

			He levered himself to his feet, still inside her, his hands on her ass to keep her balanced as he walked forward, every step wringing a moan from her. Sliding him in and out. In the bedroom, he eased her onto the edge of the mattress while he remained standing.

			She lay before him, a feast for the taking . . . and take he did.

			He pulled out of her slowly . . . only to slam back into her swiftly. The pleasure—oh! For a moment, she was almost blind with it. “Dallas.”

			“My Lily.” He slid out, slammed in again, and hissed a curse.

			“Yes!” Enjoying the ferocity of the ride, she arched her back and reached overhead to fist the covers.

			His—control—snapped.

			He hammered into her again and again, completely unrestrained. She loved it. Her head thrashed, and her hips rose to meet him. Without slowing his thrusts, he leaned down, taking one of her legs with him. Her thigh pressed against the mattress, making her more open to him, more vulnerable.

			He kissed her then, his taste as drugging as his sex. Pressure built inside her. Pressure and pleasure, pleasure and pressure, until the two were the same. A heady combination. She bit at him, sucked on his lip, demanded more . . . more . . . oh, he gave her more!

			She gasped his name until she was no longer coherent, until all she could do was moan and groan. He reached between them, his fingers finding the heart of her, where she throbbed. With a single press, he sent her hurtling over the edge, screaming her release.

			As her inner walls clenched and unclenched around him, he thrust into her a final time, threw back his head, and roared.

		

	
		
			15

			Dallas stood under a spray of hot water, his mind in turmoil. He’d left Lilica sleeping in bed. His woman. The girl who’d gifted him with her virginity. He’d been her first, and he would be her only. Just as she’d been his first. The first to work her way past his defenses and reach the man inside.

			As they’d cuddled, enjoying the afterglow, he couldn’t help but tease her. “That was an orgasm.”

			She’d slapped his chest. “Figured that out on my own, thanks.”

			“Just so you know, I’m the only man in the entire world who can give you one. Sure, your friends will try to tell you any man can do it, but they are lying.”

			She’d snickered, and he’d cherished the sound of her amusement.

			Just as wondrous, she’d trusted him enough to fall asleep in his arms.

			Though he’d wanted to wake her and shower with her, he’d known just how badly she needed rest. She’d gotten none the night before, and he doubted she’d get much in the coming days. Plus, she had to be sore.

			Soon, her sisters had to be dealt with.

			A few minutes ago, he’d been as high as a kite, ready to conquer the world. He and Lilica were bonded for good. She’d agreed to marry him. His body had never been so completely sated. Then he’d gotten a call from Mia. Trinity was sick again . . . and Jade hadn’t healed.

			Mia now thought the only way to contain the Schön once and for all was to burn the hosts with a full-body SS. Maybe the alien hosts would die, maybe not. Maybe they’d heal and need to be burned again, maybe not. But even trapped inside a dead host, the Schön could live on, perhaps dormant. If ever someone opened up the bodies, all bets were off.

			If AIR performed such a deed, Lilica would rage. And rightly so. It was cruel. Beyond cruel. And it might not work.

			And what if she blamed Dallas for it? Would she ever be able to forgive him?

			He wasn’t sure he would be able to forgive himself. But AIR couldn’t let Lilica’s sisters go free. Trinity would continue to spread the disease. Maybe Jade would resist the need to spread it, maybe she wouldn’t . . . if measures weren’t taken, she would die and the disease would spread anyway, finding a new host—maybe even if she were shot with the SS. Right now, there were too many unknown variables and zero room for mistakes.

			This was a lose-lose situation all the way around.

			He needed to speak with Lilica. And whatever she wanted him to do, he would do.

			Determined, he shut off the water, towel dried, and dressed in the white button-down, slacks, and boots required for the job.

			Hinges squeaked as he stepped out of the steam-filled bathroom. He moved toward the bed—and drew up short.

			Lilica lay on the floor, fully dressed in black leather despite the fact that she’d been naked when he’d left her. Her eyes stared out at nothing, the stars no longer inside them, no longer twinkling, blood smeared at the corners. Blood smeared the corners of her mouth too.

			Horror drilled him to his knees. How had she . . . what could have . . . no. No. He crawled toward her, his mind locked on a single thought. No! She couldn’t be dead. The bond—

			The bond!

			“Dallas?”

			Her voice! He whipped around, seeing a very much alive and well Lilica standing in the doorway. Her bloodied image had already vanished from the floor.

			Her hair was braided like the day they’d met, her hair and skin the color of honey, her eyes green—and haunted. Again, she wore black leather.

			He’d had another waking vision, he realized. Relief chased away the horror as he dove on her, wrapping his arms around her, locking her against him, taking comfort in the beat of her heart.

			“I thought you were—”

			“I know.” She clung to him just as tightly. “I saw it too. And I know about my sisters. I heard your thoughts.”

			“I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”

			“I think . . . I think what I’m planning to do is what caused—causes—my death.”

			“What are you planning?” He lifted his head, his hands on her shoulders, holding her in place. “I won’t let you put yourself in danger.”

			“I must. I have to try to save Jade.”

			“She wouldn’t want you to endanger yourself.”

			“You’re right, but I can’t make my decisions based on the wants of others. I can only do what’s right.”

			“This isn’t right.” He gave her a hard shake. “Dying isn’t right. Leaving me isn’t right.” He would rather die than live without her. Not that he would go on living. They were bonded. What happened to one would happen to the other. “You’ll be putting me in danger.”

			“Just as you’ll be putting me in danger every time you leave to do your job. But I’m not going to stop you. Your job is part of who you are.” Her lips a pale green, she offered him a soft kiss. “I would rather die knowing I tried than live knowing I did nothing. And now that we know a possible result, we can take measures to prevent it from happening. We can have medics on standby. That is why you have visions, isn’t it? So you can change the outcome of what you see?”

			“Maybe. Or maybe I’m being warned about what will happen no matter what.”

			Another kiss. “Then we’re screwed either way, so why not go out fighting?”
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			Dallas led Lilica through the warehouse in No Man’s Land, his footsteps heavy, his heart and stomach contemplating switching places.

			Devyn waited in the hallway entry that led to the cages, his expression wiped of its usual smirk. He ignored Dallas in favor of hugging Lilica. “Thank you. Thank you for saving Bride. I will be forever in your debt.”

			“Yes, you will,” she said, and Dallas smiled. His first since Mia had called him, but it didn’t last long. “I’m going to expect regular payments.”

			“And you’ll receive them.”

			“All right,” Dallas said. “The chitchat can wait.” A sense of urgency beleaguered him. If they didn’t put Lilica’s plan into motion soon, he was going to knock her out, carry her away, and deal with the fallout later.

			He clasped Lilica’s hand and drew her toward Mia, who stood in front of Trinity’s cage. The disease had most definitely returned. Her hair now hung in limp tangles around her emaciated face. Her pale skin sagged, and sores circled her bloodshot eyes.

			Because she hadn’t been allowed to share the taint with others, the toxins had built up inside her. They were feeding on her.

			Trinity spotted Dallas and stretched out her hand. “Help me.” Her voice was weak, frayed at the edges. “Help me.”

			This. This was another of his visions. If only he could shoot her, ending the whole debacle here and now.

			“Help me.”

			The vision hadn’t changed the future, he realized, but had led him straight to it. Same with the one he’d had of Lilica in his chair. The third waking vision would happen. He knew it with every cell of his body.

			“Help . . . please.”

			“You can’t do this,” he told Lilica. “You just can’t. We’ll find another way.”

			“There isn’t time to find another way. You know that.”

			“If . . . live . . . they . . . live . . . die . . . they die,” Trinity said between panting breaths.

			A suspicion arose. What if she wasn’t talking about her people but about her sisters?

			He swallowed bile as a horrifying thought dawned. If he’d killed her at any point in the past, he wouldn’t have met Lilica.

			Mia pressed a button, and a door between the two cages opened, allowing Jade to step inside the cell with Trinity. In the corridor, John, who’d stood sentry all night, moved with Jade, stopping beside Mia.

			Trinity disregarded her sister, remaining focused on Dallas.

			Jade had continued to deteriorate, her once vibrant skin now littered with sores.

			Dallas’s hand twitched on the handle of the SS, which was sheathed at his side.

			John spotted the action and growled at him.

			“Lilica, please,” Dallas said, willing to beg.

			As she turned to meet his gaze, he grabbed hold of her and kissed the air out of her lungs.

			When they pulled away, she lifted her chin and squared her shoulders, and he knew. He knew she wouldn’t back down.

			“I love you,” she told him. “I love you with all my heart.”

			Elation bubbled up inside him. He’d felt her feelings, but hearing the words . . .

			She wasn’t done. “I love you just as I love those girls. Trust me when I say I will not lose the ones I love. I’ll fight. I’ll never give up. And I’ll survive.” Then she nodded to Mia, who pressed another button.

			The front door opened, and Lilica stepped inside the cell. Dallas followed her and the door closed behind him, preventing either infected girl from racing out. Not that they had any interest in leaving.

			“We do this together,” he snapped. “And I love you too.”

			Both Trinity and Jade peered at him as if he were the last slice of beef at a free buffet. The disease, and the need to spread it, was taking over their minds.

			Trinity even found the strength to stand. She licked her lips and smiled, the sweet fragrance of her pheromones intensifying in an effort to send him into a fit of lust.

			Both women prowled around him, sharks that had scented blood.

			“I’m going to make all your dreams come true,” Trinity said.

			As she spoke, her image changed. For a moment he saw her. Not her sickness but her beauty. A trick, nothing more. A means of her survival. “The only way to do that is to keep your mouth shut.”

			Lilica grabbed Jade’s hand, and the girl blinked at her rapidly, as if coming out of a trance.

			Moaning, Jade said, “You can’t touch me, Lil.”

			“It’s fine. I’m fine. Now, take Trinity’s hand. Please.”

			Jade frowned, but did as commanded. Trinity tried to rip free, but Jade held on with every bit of strength she had left. The three formed a circle.

			Again Trinity tried to pull free, but Lilica stopped her by creating a suction the infected girl couldn’t break. The parasite . . . it threw itself against the connection, doing everything in its power to get inside Lilica too. But she kept a stream of power at the edges, creating a barrier.

			“Jade, I want you to steal as much of the Schön as you can from Trinity. Just like before. The more equally distributed it is between you, the better the likelihood of saving you both.”

			Trinity began to buck.

			“Done,” Jade said through clenched teeth, as if speaking had become a chore.

			Dallas braced himself for what came next.

			Wasting no time, Lilica closed her eyes. He knew she’d just sent a bolt of power to each girl, strengthening the Schön part of their beings. Too much power too fast would, they hoped, cause the parasite to shut down and die—like pumping a heart full of adrenaline until it basically exploded—while leaving the girls alive.

			Jade cried out, and Trinity screamed. A tear streamed down Lilica’s cheek, followed by a bead of blood, but she sent another bolt of power. This time, her sisters began to convulse.

			Dallas wanted to stop the proceedings but shouted through the bond instead. —Do it! Give them everything you’ve got! Starting slow isn’t doing anyone any good.—

			Bolt, bolt, bolt. All three girls quaked. Blood poured from Lilica’s nose and the corners of her mouth.

			Dallas took a step toward her, intending to rip her from the circle, but the minutest bit of power traveled through the bond and zapped his Arcadian side. He felt as if he were suddenly hooked to a generator, his nerve endings on fire. Every hair on his body stood on end, his back bowing, his head thrown back. He was lifted off the floor, where he levitated, unable to move.

			More crying from Jade. More screaming from Trinity. No, not true. All three girls were now screaming. He was shouting curses. Lilica was beginning to wilt. She was draining herself, giving every ounce of her power away, leaving nothing for herself.

			She needed an amph, but there wasn’t another—

			Yes. There was! Him. Through their bond. When she’d first bonded to him, she’d amphed him, and he’d amphed her. Concentrating, he sent his own bolt of power rushing along the bond. A second later, he eased back to the ground, the strain leaving him.

			But Lilica screamed, and he feared he’d done more harm than good. He started to withdraw the power—but she lifted her head, her spine straightening. She was strengthening! He sent another bolt, and another, allowing her to send an even stronger bolt of power to her sisters.

			Just like that, all three girls toppled to the floor, the suction and the circle broken.

			Lilica’s mind went black—a blackness trying to close around Dallas’s mind as well. He fought it. Trinity was on the ground, reaching for Lilica, her face bloodied.

			Maybe she was still infected, maybe not. He wasn’t taking any chances. Dallas unsheathed his gun, set it to stun, and shot her. Then he too gave in to the dark and passed out.
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			“Lilica. Wake up for me, sweetheart.”

			Beep, beep, beep.

			Lilica blinked open her eyes. Dallas hovered over her, dark hair shagging over his forehead.

			Beep, beep, beep.

			“There you are.” He smiled at her—the devastating smile that rendered her useless. He caressed her jawline. “Tsk, tsk. Sleeping on the job. I might not have asked you to marry me if I’d known you were so lazy.”

			Beep, beep, beep.

			“Please. You can’t get enough of me. But . . . where am I?” She scanned her surroundings and frowned. A hospital room. Tubes extended from her arms and connected to machines. “What happened?”

			“You did it. You killed the Schön.”

			Her eyes widened. “And my sisters?”

			“They’re alive and well. You should probably get used to hearing this, because I have a feeling I’m going to be saying it a lot in the coming years, but . . . you were right. About the vision. About the amph.”

			“I was right. I was right, and you were wrong!” A sob of relief escaped her. She jolted upright, throwing her arms around him. “Thank you. Thank you for trusting me and helping me. I would have died without you. They would have died and . . . and . . .” More sobs.

			“Jade is in a room with John, who won’t let anyone near her. I think we may be attending a wedding in the future. Or maybe not. He refuses to touch her, and she keeps yelling obscenities at him.” He leaned back to gently wipe away her tears. “Trinity is being treated in lockup. Where she’ll stay until she’s sentenced or exonerated of all the charges against her.”

			“Trinity,” she said, and sighed. “It really was the disease driving all her decisions and actions. Even Jade came after you when she was infected. I have to forgive her, don’t I?”

			“Sweetheart, we both know you want to forgive her.”

			“That’s fair. I do. I’ve missed her so much.”

			“You’ll be a family again.”

			“But if she makes a pass at you—”

			“Don’t worry. I’ll shoot her dead this time.”

			“We’ll shoot her. Together,” she said.

			He nodded. “Together.”

			Her own grin finally began to bloom. “Because you love me?”

			“Because I love you,” he said with a laugh. “You’re going to take advantage of that fact for the rest of your life, aren’t you?”

			“Oh, most certainly. Lady Wicked wins her man—and keeps him in line.” She patted his chest. “Remember the time you negated my powers and the time you made me pass out?”

			He pressed his forehead against hers and groaned.

			“I’ll feel better about our past as soon as you go get me some crab cakes. And a soda. Maybe a brownie. I’ll let you decide about the fat grams we consume. And I want a robodog. We’re a family now, and we should have—”

			“Woof.”

			The noise came from behind and below him. Her eyes widened, and she gasped. She looked past him to see a metal dog bouncing on the floor, panting up at her with adoring eyes and wagging a tail. Tears spilled down her cheeks.

			“You already got me a dog,” she whispered.

			“His name is Beetlejuice.”

			“Mine!” She pushed Dallas out of the way to get to her new dog, cuddling the creature to her chest.

			“Remember the time I bought you the robodog of your dreams?” he asked.

			“No. Now, make yourself useful and go get me those crab cakes.”

			He laughed. “I knew you’d say that.”

			She smiled her widest smile at him. “Because you know me and you love me anyway.”

			He blew her a kiss and headed for the door, saying over his shoulder, “Sweetheart, knowing you is loving you.”
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