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      Chosen Prey starts out in my hometown of Bisbee, Arizona, before it moves through other towns in Cochise County and then on to Sandy, Oregon. My mom and dad lived on a ranch outside of Bisbee for 47 years, which is where I grew up, and they helped me remember some of the details when I originally wrote Chosen Prey. Much of my descriptions of the town and the surrounding areas is accurate; however, I’ve taken some artistic license in several cases.

      Once called Little San Francisco, historic Bisbee is a fascinating place rich with history from its heyday as a prosperous copper-mining town. It’s now a thriving artists’ community and the town partially survives on tourism. Bisbee is just twenty or so miles from Tombstone, so if you visit that Wild West town be sure to take a little tour of Bisbee while you’re in the area.

      I used artistic license with the beautiful town of Sandy, Oregon, as well.

      Any mistakes and inaccuracies are mine and mine alone. Artistic license is part of the fun of being an author.
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      They’d found her. After all these years they’d found her.

      Lyra gripped the plastic grocery bag tight in one fist and swallowed hard as she stood in her doorway and slowly turned to face the tall man on her porch. She hadn’t even heard him following her until she’d opened her front door.

      He’d called her by her real name. Only The People knew her real name.

      “Lyra Collins?” the man repeated in a bass rumble that made her skin tingle. His eyes were shadowed by a Stetson pulled low over his forehead.

      Her heart pounded as she took a step backward into her home. Adrenaline surged through her body and she fought a wild urge to run.

      And run fast.

      The man was frighteningly large, with broad shoulders and a tapered waist leading to lean hips. A black western shirt was tucked into black Wranglers molded to powerful thighs.

      She ground her teeth at the thought of the bad guy from the Wild West, dressed all in black, coming to gun her down. Any other day, in any other situation, the whole scene might have been funny. Lyra saw no humor in it now. This handsome bastard was probably a Wild West bad guy, modern-religious style, and he might just have a six-gun hidden somewhere she couldn’t see.

      The People were relentless.

      She moved her free hand to the door frame. She clenched it so tight her nails dug into the splintered wood. Over the stranger’s shoulder, she saw neighborhood children playing in the July sunshine-bright street, their laughter and chatter a stark contrast to the fear coursing through her body. Behind the children was the side of the hill where a steep set of concrete steps led down to Main Street. If she had a chance, she could make a run for it. Head someplace she could disappear again.

      The man frowned. “Are you all right, ma’am?”

      Lyra raised her chin. She did her best to gather her composure, battling her fear and more tingles from the rich, deep sound of his voice. She cleared her throat, dismissing his almost hypnotic effect on her. “Who are you?”

      “Dare Lancaster.” He touched the brim of his hat in a gentlemanly gesture that surprised her—but didn’t fool her. “One of your relatives has been trying to get ahold of you, and I thought I’d let you know. A man named Ryan came to my office and said a Neal Barker is trying to find you.”

      Neal? Oh, my God. So I’m not being foolish or paranoid. I should have known this couldn’t last forever.

      Blood drained from Lyra’s face. She could feel it seeping down her throat and trickling from her body to the stained carpet beneath her feet.

      Neal. The Prophet of the Temple of Light.

      Her hand crept from the door frame to the canister she kept bracketed there.

      “I—I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re talking about.” She started to push the door shut, but the man stuck his booted foot between the door and the jamb.

      Terror ripped through Lyra like an ice-cold wind. She dropped the grocery bag and vaguely heard glass shatter and the thump of the bag of dry cat food hitting the carpet. In a movement so fast she surprised herself, Lyra yanked the can of pepper spray out of the holster beside the door and aimed it at the man.

      She pressed down on the release as hard as she could and a fine mist sprayed him full in the face.

      “Ah, hell.” Instead of dropping and writhing on the porch like she’d expected him to, the man merely pinched the bridge of his nose and moved his boot out of the doorway. “A simple no would’ve been better.”

      Lyra slammed the door, locked and bolted it, and slid the chain lock into place. Her body trembled so badly she could hardly stand. Her own eyes stung from a bit of the pepper spray that had floated back to her on the light breeze.

      Blinking away hot tears, she peeked out the peephole and watched the intimidating man shake his head, pause, then stride to a large black truck parked across the street.

      Odd. The People didn’t often travel alone, and they didn’t give up so easily. They never gave up, in fact. And the men always wore their hair in a long fishtail braid and had goatees. This cowboy must be a hired gun, so to speak.

      She stared as the man gave his head one more shake and rubbed his eyes. He grabbed the doorframe, prepared to climb into his truck. She could see the perfect lines of his powerful form and the graceful, decisive way he moved. No distractions for that cowboy. He seemed too sure of himself to belong to the Temple of Light. Too…in control.

      She blew out a ragged breath, coughing against the pepper spray. Just before hauling himself up and into his truck, the man turned and studied her home for a moment and her heart nearly stopped beating. The way his eyes narrowed and focused made her feel like the door wasn’t there at all. That he was looking straight into her soul.

      Her heart began pounding and her stomach churned, acid rising up in her throat.

      But the man just slammed the truck’s door shut.

      Lyra turned and sagged against the door and dropped the can of spray. She slid down the wood to land on her ass next to the ruined groceries.

      The truth struck her full force again, erasing the remnants of gooseflesh with clammy waves of dread.

      They’d found her.

      

      Dare’s eyes burned like shit as he sat in his truck. If it weren’t for his police academy training years ago, he wouldn’t have been able to walk straight after a direct hit.

      “Well, hell.” That hadn’t gone exactly as planned. Obviously, the woman was scared to death of this Neal Barker. Looked like he’d just have to contact Ryan Holstead and let him know that Neal Barker’s “cousin” didn’t want to be contacted—if in fact she was the man’s relative.

      In most situations Dare didn’t contact—hell, in all previous cases he hadn’t contacted—the client’s relative or friend, just left that up to the client. But this time something in Dare’s gut had told him to check out Lyra Collins for himself. Something in the sound of the client’s voice had nagged at him.

      Apparently, his gut had been right.

      Just who was Barker, and why did his name scare the woman enough for her to shoot Dare with pepper spray?

      The laughter of the children playing in the street would have made him smile if his eyes didn’t hurt so damn bad. The two girls and two boys scampered away and into the house next door, then the street was quiet.

      Dare turned his attention back to the little house that wasn’t much more than a hole in the wall along a street that wound around the mountainside. He figured Lyra Collins was watching him and no doubt she’d be calling the cops if he didn’t get his ass out of there.

      And he was in no mood to talk to cops. The memory of the reason he’d left the force in Tucson was always like a punch to the gut. He rubbed his shoulder, remembering the incident from seven years ago when he’d let his partner down.

      When his partner had died.

      Dare had been a private investigator since and only dealt with the police when he had to.

      He brought his attention back to Lyra Collins and blinked again from the burn in his eyes. His PI partner, Nick, would have a heyday—Dare would never live down taking a full-in-the-face from a scared mark.

      He ground his teeth and grabbed a couple of the tissues from his glove compartment that his housekeeper always insisted he keep on hand. He rubbed the spray the best he could from the corners of his now-watery eyes. If it didn’t normally make the sting worse, he’d stop at Manny’s Restaurant and wash the crap out of his eyes.

      After tossing the tissues aside, he turned the ignition, put the truck in gear, and glanced into his rearview mirror.

      Dare frowned. A light brown van rolled up and parked on the canyon side of the street, two car lengths behind him. He recognized the van. It had been behind him as he’d driven up the canyon but had passed him once he’d stopped in front of the woman’s house.

      There weren’t but so many roads up this particular canyon, and that type of vehicle wasn’t unusual to the area, so he hadn’t thought much else about it.

      But now the hair at the nape of his neck told him something was off. He turned off the ignition and watched the van in his rearview mirror. A pair of men in the front seat of the van stared at his truck. Every now and then one of the men would turn and look into the back of the van as if checking something out or speaking to someone.

      Dare glanced at his watch. Back at the van. Back to his watch. For a good fifteen minutes nothing happened, and Dare tried to shake off the feeling of wrongness at the same time he puzzled over the woman’s reaction. Maybe she was a cheating wife. No—the fear in her eyes had been very real. Could she be an abused wife? Could the man who contacted Dare have been a stalker? Shit.

      Nothing happened in the van behind him. Maybe he was overreacting. He brought his hand up to the keys still dangling from the ignition and started the truck. After he pulled out, he guided the vehicle down the winding hill.

      When he reached Main Street, his skin prickled again. Goddamn. He had to go back and check out that van. Something wasn’t right.

      After negotiating a turn in the narrow canyon street below, he drove his truck up the side street just in time to see men spill out of the van. His experienced gaze raked in their appearances.

      What the hell? All sported goatees and had long braids that hung straight down their backs. All were in jeans and light brown shirts.

      Immediately his cop brain sized up their build, their manner and intent, and the organized, military way they deployed.

      His muscles tensed and all his instincts went on full alert. The woman was in trouble—trouble he’d brought to her door.

      The men crept toward Lyra Collins’s home.

      Five of the men broke away and eased down the street, skirting the side yards of the houses, until they slipped into the backyard of the house at the end of the street and vanished.

      The other two opened the front gate and started down the short path to Lyra Collins’s house.

      

      Lyra’s hands shook as she started to clean up the spilled broken glass from the bottle of salad dressing. Mrs. Yosko’s dry cat food had scattered across the floor like a mammoth jigsaw puzzle. The bananas and lettuce would surely go bad in no time, as hard as Lyra had dropped them.

      What am I thinking? I have to get out of here.

      She wouldn’t let them take her back to the commune in Oregon. Never.

      Tears came hot and unwelcome as she rushed to clean up the glass, but she couldn’t stop them. She’d felt safe for so long now, happy in the small world she’d built for herself in this sleepy artists’ community. Now she would have to go on the run again, establish a new identity and a new life.

      What about the few friends she’d made? And what about Mrs. Y?

      With quick, angry jerks of her arm, Lyra brushed tears from her eyes with the back of her hand. No self-pity. She didn’t have room for that or time for it. It didn’t matter that this place had become home to her. She’d grab the pack she always kept ready and find a new town to live in. She’d move across the states to some place like Florida. There were definitely places easier to get lost in. Maybe she’d head up the coast to New York City. It would be easy to get lost there.

      She’d have to leave right away, before the man came back, perhaps with more of the cult’s members. But first she had to finish cleaning up the broken bottle of salad dressing so the elderly woman who lived with her wouldn’t step on any of the glass. Lyra’s heart hurt at the thought she’d have to tell Mrs. Yosko goodbye. She’d have to find someone to check in on her.

      What about Mrs. Y’s medication? Lyra always picked it up for her at the drugstore when she ran out. She even cooked for Mrs. Y.

      Damn, damn, damn.

      The thoughts raced through Lyra’s mind as she rushed as fast as she could while she picked up every piece of broken glass and stuffed it into the grocery bag. It took her a few precious moments to do that and run to the kitchen to dispose of it in the garbage can beneath the sink. Her hands shook as she washed them, then rinsed the small amount of pepper spray out of her eyes before quickly rubbing a kitchen towel over her face.

      What if the man was sending The People to her home now? She hated how her heart pounded and her head ached from fear. Any moment they would be ready to snatch her and take her back to the Temple of Light.

      Lyra hurried upstairs to Mrs. Y’s room. She had to say goodbye.

      She knocked on the elderly woman’s closed door. “It’s Linda,” Lyra said, raising her voice and using the name people knew her by in Bisbee.

      She heard shuffling and the white-haired lady opened the door, her bright red muumuu unbuttoned at the top, showing her yellowed slip. “Did you get the cat food?”

      “Dixie’s favorite—it’s in the kitchen.” Lyra felt like she was going to hyperventilate as she did her best to keep her voice calm. “I have to go out of town for a while.”

      Tears ached at the back of Lyra’s eyes again. She’d really grown to love the old lady. She’d miss her so much.

      I have to hurry.

      Just as Lyra turned to leave, Mrs. Y said in a calm voice, “Don’t let them chase you off. You have to stop running.”

      Shock rippled through Lyra as she met the elderly woman’s watery brown eyes. Mrs. Yosko didn’t know about Lyra’s past. She couldn’t. No one in Bisbee did.

      “I—I’ve got to go.” Lyra backed out the door, turned, pounded down the stairs and then to the hall toward her room. She passed her worktable, filled with creations she had made from strips of metal cut from old lunch boxes, aluminum cans, and other metal objects.

      Her mind spun from what Mrs. Yosko had said in response to her need to get out of the house as soon as possible. A lump grew in her throat. She would miss her quiet life, but she refused to be caged again, ever, in any way.

      And what Neal would do to her…her stomach roiled and she felt like she was going to puke. Something she’d done many times because of him.

      In her room she stuffed her cell phone into a side pocket of the worn army-issue canvas bag that contained a couple of changes of clothing and several tools of her craft. She snatched up a little yellow teddy bear from her bed and a small, flat tin from her bottom dresser drawer. Her hands shook even more as she jammed them in the bag before slipping her arms through both straps. She had plenty of cash in her pack—where she kept her stash. She always paid cash or used money orders for everything.

      In seconds she was out of her bedroom and running down the hallway toward the living room. What had it been since the cowboy arrived on her doorstep—fifteen minutes, maybe more?

      Too long.

      A knock at the front door brought her to a full halt.

      Her heart pounded and blood rushed in her ears.

      Knocking again. Louder this time.

      Lyra started to back up.

      Her mind raced and she grabbed the metal bat she kept by the couch. She’d head out the back then go through her neighbor’s backyards to slip around and get to the concrete steps leading down the side of the canyon.

      Something rammed into the door so hard the old wooden door frame broke with a loud crack and the slide bolt and chain lock tore away from the frame.

      No, this can’t be happening.

      Another slam against the door. Lyra screamed as it was ripped off its hinges and flung against the wall with a loud crash. A piece of her artwork toppled off the wall and tumbled across the floor.

      Two men stood in the doorway.

      These two she recognized, traveling in a pair like she expected. Like she had seen in her nightmares a hundred times.

      Mark and Adam. In her house.

      “Lyra.” Adam held out his hand and gave an enigmatic smile, as if he hadn’t just ripped the front door off its hinges. His light blue eyes were filled with obvious pleasure at having found her. “It’s time you returned to the flock. The Prophecy has to be fulfilled.”

      She stepped back, swallowed hard, and clenched the bat tighter. “I’m not going with you. I’m not the freaking one you want from your stupid Prophecy. Just leave me alone.”

      Oh, God, I hope Mrs. Yosko stays in her room. She could get hurt.

      The two cult members approached Lyra. They wore faded jeans and had on tan shirts. The shirts were made of the same coarse cloth the women were forced to wear for robes.

      The cult’s members all looked the same. Dressed the same.

      “The Prophet is never wrong.” Adam’s looks became harder, more intense, as he took a larger step toward her and stood a mere couple of feet away. “This is your destiny.”

      “Tell Neal Barker he can stuff this up his destiny.” Lyra grasped the bat in both hands and swung as hard as she could at Adam’s gut. His hand snapped up, the sound of metal smacking his palm loud in the quiet house before he ripped the bat out of her grip. She stumbled back and her legs hit the arm of the couch as she shouted, “Get it through your freaking heads. I’m not going.”

      Adam lost the gentle smile and Mark’s eyes glittered steel gray in the artificial lighting.

      They dove for her. Lyra dropped and rolled, the items inside her pack digging into her back with the movement. She reacted so quickly that she came to a stop between them and the front door.

      She had to get away, and she had to get them out of Mrs. Yosko’s home.

      Mark was fast, though. He grabbed her wrist and jerked her to her feet.

      Fear mixed with fury rocked her and she could barely see or breathe.

      With her free hand she swung her fist straight at Mark's eye. Her knuckles made contact with flesh and bone, and sharp pain shot through her hand. He shouted and grabbed her arms so that he had a grip on both her wrists, and she faced away from him. Lyra kicked Mark’s shins at the same time she brought her elbows back into his chest. He shouted again and she jerked free.

      Adam reached for her as she whirled and dodged him—and she smacked right into the cowboy who had come to her door earlier.

      Lyra couldn’t hold back another scream. She tried to duck around him. He grabbed her arm and jerked her hard against his solid frame.

      “No. I won’t go back.” She kicked his shins, punched his chest, raked her fingernails across his cheek, fighting like a wildcat. She couldn’t get away from his powerful grasp. Tears of anger and frustration flooded her cheeks and she fought even harder and kicked him again.

      Through her fury she heard Mark’s falsely calm tone. “Release Lyra,” he said. “She’s coming with us.”

      She went still and her gaze shot up to the cowboy’s.

      Welts and blood slashed his face from her nails, but he wasn’t looking at her. His hard gaze rested on the men behind her.

      “Only if she wants to go,” the cowboy said in a deep and deadly voice that sent chills straight through her. “If she doesn’t, then you’d better get out of here.”

      “We are taking her home,” Mark said.

      “Get lost.” Lyra tried to back away from Adam and Mark and the man who held her arm. But the cowboy still had a tight grip.

      Mark lifted Lyra’s bat with a two-fisted stance, as if he planned to swing and slam it into the cowboy’s head. “Lyra is mentally disturbed. She needs to come back to our facilities to get proper care.”

      “You bastard.” At that moment Lyra would have clawed out Mark’s eyeballs, but the damned cowboy wouldn’t release her.

      Mark held out one hand, reaching for her. “You don’t want to get hurt again, do you, Lyra? Come home, where you belong. Where we can help you.”

      A metal click sounded near her ear and everyone froze. From her side vision she saw the cowboy had drawn a gun. A sick feeling weighted her belly.

      “This is all the help Lyra needs right now,” the man drawled, gesturing with the gun. “Get your asses out of here before I shoot holes in your knees.”

      Adam blanched and Mark’s face turned so dark his skin was almost purple. He clenched the bat with both hands again, a dangerous look in his eyes.

      “With the grace of the Prophet Jericho.” Adam’s voice squeaked as he grabbed Mark’s arm. “You’ve got to understand she’s a danger to herself and others.”

      The gun washed away her fear and left only anger. “I’ll danger your ass,” Lyra said as she tried again to jerk away from the cowboy. She was so pissed her entire body vibrated.

      “Don’t push it,” the man said in that deadly calm voice, and he pointed his weapon at Mark’s left knee.

      Adam gave a bow from his shoulders. “In the name of Jericho and the Light.”

      The stranger pulled Lyra to the side and gestured toward the open door with his gun.

      Mark kept his hold on the bat and followed Adam onto the porch, then into the sunshine.

      Lyra stared after the men who disappeared from view.

      Suddenly it became too quiet, and she was intensely aware of the man standing beside her, his callused hand firmly grasping her arm. Heat seemed to travel back and forth between them. The place where he was touching her felt like pure fire.

      From her side vision she saw the cowboy still had a grip on his gun. She swallowed. She was so damned confused. She didn’t know what to do, what to think. But one thing was obvious—the stranger wasn’t with the Temple of Light.

      He didn’t release her. Instead, he pulled her around to look directly at him. “There are more of them in the back.”

      A loud crashing sound came from the kitchen, and fear surged through Lyra. Her voice broke. “They won’t ever give up.”

      “I won’t let them get you, honey,” the man said, a grim look on his face.

      “I’ve got to get out of here.” Lyra jerked away from his hold. “Mrs. Yosko—she could come down any minute and get caught in the middle. They can chase me. Just get them out of her house.”

      “Stay,” Dare ordered, his body tense and in fighting mode.

      But Lyra spun and headed toward a window on the south side of the house.

      He cursed and ducked and kept himself hidden to one side of the door leading from the kitchen to the living room, his weapon ready. His eyes still burned like hell, but the adrenaline surge more than compensated for the pain.

      Wood scraped wood as Lyra raised the window at the same time he positioned himself beside the entrance to the living room.

      The entryway was so narrow, only one man could come through at a time. When the first came through the doorway, Dare slammed the butt of his gun against the back of the man’s head, dropping him in an instant. The second man Dare caught with a knee to the groin, but not before the bastard punched him in the nose. Blood poured down Dare’s face as he rammed his boot into the third man’s kneecap and heard a sickening pop as the man screamed in pain.

      The fourth man’s fist closed in on Dare’s eye, but Dare ducked just in time. He slammed his fist into the man’s jaw, knocking him back on his ass. With a side kick. Dare drove his boot into number five’s gut. The man toppled sideways and crashed onto a table filled with artwork that Dare had noticed earlier.

      After taking the men down, Dare wiped blood from his face with his sleeve as he bolted for the open front door. He reached the doorway just in time to see the top of Lyra’s head disappearing down the hillside, the first two men following her. With one sweep of his gaze, he saw the tires of his truck had been slashed.

      They’ll pay for that.

      He heard shouts behind him as his boot steps echoed on the stairs and then the walkway. He swung himself up and over the gate before running across the street and making it to the narrow concrete staircase that shot straight down the side of the steep hill to Main Street.

      Lyra was fast, but she stumbled. Her feet slid out from under her and she landed on her ass. Just as she started to slide down the hard concrete stairs, the cult member closest to her caught her by her backpack, jerking her to a stop.

      Dare lunged at the first man and grabbed the man’s braid. The cult member shouted, lost his balance, and fell sideways. Dare lost his grip. The man flipped over the rail but caught the handrail. He barely clung to the metal, keeping himself from falling down the long drop of the hillside.

      Dare’s breathing came hard as he reached the second man, who had clamped his fingers around Lyra’s wrist. The man looked behind him just in time for Dare to slam his fist into the man’s nose, dropping him to the concrete steps.

      After stepping over the man, Dare grabbed Lyra’s upper arm, and yanked her to her feet.

      Ahead of them was Main Street. The stairs ended between Manny’s Restaurant and a bed-and-breakfast. Their shoes thundered on the stairs as they hurried down. Dare leading the way. At the end of the staircase, Lyra tripped and stumbled into him. He barely caught her and kept them both from falling. This time he pulled her close to keep his balance. When he looked over his shoulder, he saw three cult members following them.

      Dare gripped Lyra’s hand and dragged her into the back entrance of Manny’s Restaurant. Warm smells of refried beans and tortillas greeted his senses as they ran through the kitchen, past Manny’s wife, to come up short behind the bar, face-to-face with Manny.

      Lyra was breathing heavily when they came to a stop, almost running into the large bartender. Her face was bright red, her green eyes wide with fear.

      Dare spared her only a glance before he turned to one of his friends and informants and said, “Manny, car keys.”

      The heavyset dark-haired man raised one eyebrow as he shoved his hand into his pocket, pulled out a set of keys, and tossed them to Dare. “One dent and your ass is grass, Lancaster.”

      Without responding, Dare yanked Lyra behind him as they rounded the bar and headed through the maze of tables filled with people and out the front door. He spotted Manny’s cherried-out neon blue El Dorado, hurried to unlock the passenger side, and shoved Lyra onto the seat. His breathing was heavy, his blood pounding in his temples, as he made it to the driver’s side and unlocked it. He tossed his Stetson on the back seat and ducked into the vehicle. He started the engine, threw it into gear, and slid into the light traffic heading down Main Street.

      Lyra glanced behind them to see if they were being followed, and it felt like her heart leaped into her throat when she saw two cult members bound from the staircase onto the sidewalk. But they were on foot and had no way to catch up.

      We'll be okay. We’ve got to be okay.

      Her gaze whipped around to look at the stranger who had just saved her. “Are they following us?”

      The man’s jaw tightened. “I’m keeping an eye out.”

      She struggled to catch her breath and turned her gaze back to the road. Her cheeks were hot, sweat plastered her hair to her face. Her heart pounded in time with the throb in her head, and the metallic taste of blood filled her mouth. Her bottom ached from that last fall, and she had scraped the heels of her palms raw when she tried to stop herself from sliding down the concrete staircase.

      “Goddamnit,” the cowboy said as he glanced into the rearview mirror.

      Lyra jerked her head to look through the back window of the El Dorado. Terror rode her hard as she saw the van speeding behind them.
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      Neal Barker’s body grew taut, and he barely kept his voice from trembling with rage. “You lost her?”

      Adam faltered at the other end of the cell phone. “The PI—he showed up again. He shattered Jim’s kneecap, gave Joe and Steve each a concussion, and probably broke Henry’s jaw. Not to mention he got Ken in the groin and I think my ribs are bruised.”

      Neal spoke slowly and clearly, his barely controlled fury reverberating throughout every muscle. “Seven of you couldn’t handle one cowboy?”

      “We—”

      “Find her.” Neal lowered his voice, forcing himself to calm down. Jericho had told him Lyra would bear the new Messiah, and his faith had never wavered. He was above failure of any kind. “Do what you have to and bring her to me.”

      “Whatever it takes, Prophet,” Adam replied with conviction in his tone. “We live only to serve you and the Light.”

      “If you want to be my second, Adam,” Neal said, “I expect you to help me fulfill the Prophecy.”

      “I won’t fail you,” Adam was saying as Neal ended the call.

      “So close,” he growled.

      Bitch. He had other matters to handle, like dealing with the leaders of his satellite compounds around the United States. If Lyra would just come back to the Temple where she belonged, he wouldn’t have to screw around trying to find her.

      And Ryan, that incompetent imbecile, was going to pay.

      Neal clenched his teeth and his fists so tight that pain shot through his jaw, and his knuckles ached. Ryan Holstead had been entrusted with starting the new satellite compound of the Temple of Light near Fort Huachuca in Arizona.

      Just one day ago, Ryan had spotted Lyra’s signature artwork at a woman’s home in Sierra Vista. The woman had purchased the piece in what had to be a shithole of a town called Bisbee.

      Instead of using The People’s own resources to track down Lyra through the artwork, Ryan had contacted a PI.

      A fucking PI.

      Not to mention the incompetent ass had used Neal’s name. His name.

      Last night Mark and Adam had flown to Sierra Vista Airport and made it to the compound in order to clean up Ryan’s mess. Today they’d gone to Bisbee to track down the PI, but before they could get to him and make sure he would forget Neal Barker’s name, the PI had left his office. Neal’s men had followed the man, who actually led them to Lyra Collins. Mark and Adam had recognized her at once.

      But now she was on the run with that damned PI.

      They would find her. Now that The People knew where she was, they would find her.

      Mark and Adam better catch her before she disappears again.

      While the men recovered Lyra and dealt with the PI, Ryan would be returned to the compound and used as an example before all of Neal’s men. Before all of the males of the Temple of Light.

      Neal’s thoughts turned to Lyra Collins. He hadn’t seen her since she’d left the fold five years ago. She’d been a beauty when she was a young teenager and even more so as she matured. Despite his anger, he savored the thought of the full, tempting woman she had become.

      The mental image of her was more satisfying now that he knew where she was. He could scarcely imagine what the real thing would be like once he had her back home with him, where she would fulfill her ordained destiny.

      Neal moved to the mirror at one end of his opulent room that was within the Temple itself. His blue eyes looked back at him as he withdrew a band from his pocket and pulled his long black hair into a ponytail that accented his high cheekbones. The Light had blessed him with an appearance that drew women to him. He was handsome, stunning even, and he used it to his advantage.

      He had never doubted he would find Lyra again, even though searching for her over the past five years had proved fruitless. The considerable funds from their “outside activities” had helped them to dig up nothing—until now.

      Jericho had brought them to Lyra as promised.

      As soon as Neal had learned they were close, Jericho, the original Prophet, had visited Neal as usual during his meditations. Jericho told Neal that Lyra would soon be back in the fold. She was confused. Nothing more. Confused, alone, and probably very frightened. They had to help her. Only an unstable woman would reject the destiny decreed by Jericho, Lord of the Prophets.

      Lyra would, of course, be the new First Wife, share his bed, and fulfill the Prophecy. She was to bear the new Messiah. In his meditations, Jericho had informed Neal of this fact. It had been immediately following the time he’d met Sara and her daughter, Lyra, in Portland at one of his programs about the Light. At the time Lyra had been almost fifteen, and he knew he had to find some way to draw mother and daughter into the fold.

      And then it had been done.

      According to the Prophecy, Lyra was to be at least eighteen for it to be fulfilled. When she was of age, Neal had prepared to join with her, but she had vanished.

      At the thought he fought to keep from flinging the mirror across the room. He took a deep breath, but his muscles remained tense. With a gold cigarette lighter, he lit a joint he’d rolled earlier and brought it to his lips. He moistened the end of it with his saliva, and the bittersweet taste rolled over his tongue and burned his lungs as he inhaled. He closed his eyes and held the hit as long as he could. Slowly he released the smoke from his lungs and blew it out through his lips.

      Neal had kept the Prophecy a secret from all but a few of his most trusted men and Sara, Lyra’s mother. Jason, Neal’s son—his eldest and the pride of his life—didn’t even know that one day he would serve the new Messiah.

      It took two more drags before Neal’s muscles relaxed and he put out the joint in what he used for an ashtray. He smiled as he caressed the side of the metal. It was one of Lyra’s creations, a small bowl she’d made before being brought into the Temple of Light with her mother. Of course, all of Sara’s and Lyra’s worldly possessions had been taken away from them so they could better serve the Light

      Neal’s dick hardened at the thoughts of Lyra and he rubbed it through his robe until it ached.

      With a growl he adjusted his robe to cover his erection. He knew how to relieve the frustration of the incompetence in Arizona, along with the ache in his dick.

      He slipped a flogger from his closet into one of the pockets of his robes. He withdrew his cell phone from his other pocket and put it on vibrate so that it wouldn’t ring out loud when he was among The People. Most had no idea of the extent of technology and communication devices Neal and his highest followers used.

      After dropping the cell back into his pocket, he left his rich quarters in the Temple, headed down the stairs and to the immense sea of stained white tents dotted among several fir and cedar trees. Few of The People had ever been in the Temple, and only the people who cleaned his room had viewed what Jericho had decreed appropriate quarters for a Prophet.

      Neal moved among his flock. Smoke from the campfire met his nose, along with smells of beef stew and cornbread. July sunshine warmed his face as he strode through the center of one of the circles of tents. He walked toward his wives and the other women of the commune and the older teenage girls, who all worked in harmony. Some of the women prepared the evening meal while others stitched new robes for his future wife and clothes for the babe. Others created exquisite tapestries for the Temple, depicting The Coming.

      Lyra’s mother, Sara, sat quietly to the side, making the blanket that would be wrapped around the child Lyra would have, along with cloth diapers and clothing to protect him when winter’s chill gripped Mount Hood. The cult’s compound was tucked away near its base.

      Behind the campgrounds, men and older teenage boys erected a larger Temple and prepared Neal and Lyra’s residence. Sounds of hammers and saws rang through the air, along with voices as The People toiled without hitch or conflict. As it should be. As it would always be for the Light’s chosen.

      The younger teenagers were hard at work, the boys tending to the sheep, cattle, pigs, and chickens, cleaning their pens, feeding them, and brushing them down. The girls attended to the gardens and took care of the laundry. Children gathered wood. The older ones picked up larger pieces while the younger ones collected kindling.

      The People always worked within the confines of the encampment. Twelve-foot-high chain-link fences—one fence enclosed by the other—rimmed with rolls of razor wire, surrounded the compound, protecting his people from intruders. The gates and each fence were well managed by armed guards who constantly patrolled the perimeter.

      He had no concerns that any of The People might stray into danger if they became confused and thought about leaving. Nor did he have concerns that anyone could enter without welcome from the fold.

      Only he above all others had the right to be The People’s Prophet

      Right now, what Neal wanted was to lessen his wrath and to relieve his tension.

      He signaled to Carrie, the wife who reminded him somewhat of Lyra. Perhaps it was her full curves or her blond hair.

      Carrie set aside the spoon she’d been using to stir the pot of stew and touched Maggie’s shoulder to let her know she was leaving. Maggie spared Neal a glance, then lowered her eyes.

      Carrie slowly walked toward Neal, her gaze focused on the ground where the hem of her robe brushed grass, pine needles, and dark brown earth. He frowned at the sight of her dirty hem. None of his wives should allow their clothing to become soiled.

      He led her back to the Temple, confident that Carrie followed him. No one would dare ignore his demands. He stepped aside so that she could open the door to his chambers and hold it until he entered. She closed the door behind them when she was in the room and he turned to face her.

      “How may I serve you. Husband?” she said, her eyes still downcast as she lowered herself to her knees before him.

      He withdrew the short leather flogger from his pocket and slapped the three braided thongs over his palm hard enough that he felt pain at the contact. “To serve my body is to serve the Light. Remove your clothing.”

      Carrie visibly flinched. “My will is yours, Prophet.”

      Neal raised the flogger and smiled as he thought of Lyra in Carrie’s place.

      He’d never doubted the range of his power and knew that Lyra would be back with The People one day. Mark and Adam would bring her to Oregon immediately and she would be taught her place.

      Lyra would bear the child who would make Neal even more powerful than he already was.
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      Lyra clutched her backpack to her chest as her heart set in motion again. The cowboy gunned the El Dorado’s engine as he shot away from Historic Bisbee, beneath the small overpass, and around the Lavender Pit Mine. The street was wide enough for a short distance that the stranger beside her was able to pass several vehicles before coming to another one-lane underpass. They reached the town’s only roundabout that would take them in any of three directions. She had no idea which turnoff the man was going to take.

      Would she ever be totally free of the cult and Neal? How far would she have to go to escape them?

      And who was this man who had rescued her from The People?

      What about Mrs. Yosko?

      Lyra jerked her cell phone out of her backpack and dialed 911.

      “What are you doing?” the cowboy asked in a sharp tone as they drove past Lowell and he swung the vehicle onto the roundabout.

      When the operator answered, Lyra’s voice came out in a rush. “There’s been a break-in at Mrs. Yosko’s home.” Lyra rattled off the address.

      Before the operator could respond, Lyra snapped her cell phone shut. She threw a look over her shoulder again and saw the van bearing down on them. The van was close enough for her to see Mark at the wheel.

      Lyra faced forward, her back tense against the seat as she looked at the stranger. “We’re never going to outrun them.”

      “Trust me, honey.” He glanced in his rearview mirror, then took the exit that would lead them through the lower parts of Bisbee known as Bakerville and Warren.

      Trust. Yeah.

      She held her breath, praying a cop wouldn’t stop them for tearing down Bisbee Road, which posted a 25-mile-per-hour speed limit. They had to be going at least 50.

      Once they reached Warren, the cowboy guided the El Dorado up and down residential streets she’d never been on. He wove in and out of neighborhoods, but every time she looked behind her the van would pop into view.

      The man beside her rounded another corner, then shot up a street that she did recognize, the one that led up to the high school. When he neared the top of the hill, he swung into the high school’s empty parking lot and gunned the engine so hard they practically flew out the opposite entrance.

      The van’s tires squealed behind them, but the sound was more distant now. Lyra looked over the back of the seat and saw the gap between their vehicle and the van was increasing. They rounded a corner and the van disappeared from view.

      The cowboy tore along the street, whipped the steering wheel, and entered a neighborhood they’d been through before. She continued to look over her shoulder. She held her breath, but as the cowboy charged down the narrow street, the van didn’t come into view. “Did we lose them?” she asked, trying to catch her breath and slow her heart.

      “Damn sure hope we did.” Where the street curved, leading to another street, the cowboy brought the vehicle to a stop. They were hidden from view where they parked.

      For a moment all Lyra heard was the purr of the engine, the heavy sound of her breathing, and the beating of her heart.

      Her gaze met the cowboy’s coffee-colored eyes. When she found her voice she said, “Thanks.”

      A droplet of sweat ran down the side of his face, and the scratches she’d left on his cheek looked red and still a little bloody against his tan skin. By the marks on his face and his bloody nose, he’d taken a lot because of her.

      Why?

      He rubbed his shirtsleeve over his face and blinked several times before looking at her. The pepper spray was probably hurting him like crazy.

      “They sure want you bad,” he said.

      She frowned. In all the craziness, she’d forgotten she didn’t know anything about the man who’d rescued her. “Who are you?”

      He stared at her for a long moment. “The PI hired to track you down.”

      Lyra’s heart thumped and she fumbled for the door handle with one hand while clutching her backpack with her other. The man grabbed her upper arm, and she froze, her gaze locked with his.

      “I’m not going to let them or anyone else hurt you.” The man’s grip tightened as she tried to jerk her arm away. “I’m trying to help.”

      She clenched the door handle and her knuckles ached. “You led them to me.”

      “I tracked you down this morning. I figured I’d find out if you wanted to be contacted by someone who claimed to be your cousin.” His expression hardened even more. “I never planned to lead anyone to you. They must’ve followed me from my office.”

      “Neal Barker’s not my freaking cousin.” Lyra ground her teeth. “He’s the leader of a cult called the Temple of Light. The compound is in Oregon, but he’s been after me for five years.”

      The man relaxed his grip on her arm and let his hand slide away. Her flesh burned where he’d touched her, but not because he’d hurt her. He hadn’t. Instead, a kind of electrical energy sparked between them.

      “What’s your name?” she asked, softer than she’d intended.

      “Dare Lancaster.”

      That was right. He’d told her when he’d arrived on her doorstep.

      She leaned back against the car seat and a whoosh of air left her lungs as she stared straight ahead at a house painted pale blue with white trim. Its neat yard was a contrast to the weed-choked lot beside it.

      After a moment, she turned her head and studied Dare. His stubbled jaw was set, his eyes dark and narrowed. “You okay?” he asked.

      She still fought for breath but managed a, “Yeah.”

      “You were lucky you didn’t fall all the way down those stairs,” he said. “How’s your ass?”

      Lyra couldn’t help a small laugh. “Hurts like hell.” She sobered. “But you—there’s blood on your face.”

      Dare shrugged. “Just a hit to the nose.”

      “Thanks for helping me,” she said quietly. “And sorry about the cheek.”

      “My shins hurt worse.” He winked. “You kick like a mule.”

      Lyra managed a smile. “Shouldn’t sneak up on a woman.”

      The corner of his mouth quirked. “There’s always that.”

      “I’ve got to get out of here.” Chills rolled over her skin. “Anywhere. Can you drop me off at the bus station? If there’s not a bus heading out soon, I’ll hitch a ride out of town.”

      “I’m not about to let you get caught again.” He drummed the fingers of one of his hands on the steering wheel. “We need to get you to the police. You can get a restraining order.”

      “No.” Panic rose up in Lyra’s throat like a flock of birds. “You don’t understand. That will mean nothing to The People. They’ll take me the moment I’m alone and haul me to the compound in Oregon. I have to leave Bisbee.”

      He studied her for a long moment. “I’ll take you someplace safe for the night. But first we’ll head to my ranch and ditch this thing. Sticks out like a sore thumb.”

      Lyra shook her head. “No. I can take care of myself.”

      Dare gave her a look of impatience. “I got you into this mess. I’m going to help you get out.”

      “No” This time she put more emphasis on the word. Her backpack started to slide off her lap and she caught it by one of its straps. “How about dropping me off at a friend’s house?”

      “Do you have anyone you can trust?” he asked in a harsh tone. “Anyone who would take you in, someplace those cult bastards can’t track you down?”

      The word “trust” always made her stomach queasy. It had taken her time, but she had developed a few relationships with women who she thought of as friends. “Suzette, the potter,” she started out slowly, “but she dropped one too many hits of acid in the sixties—not always there, mentally. Nicole, but she’s on her honeymoon in Vegas.” Lyra frowned, trying to come up with a solution. “Maybe Becca. She owns the small grocery store up Tombstone Canyon. She’s always been helpful and nice.”

      “If you left behind an address book,” he said, “it’s likely they could track you to your friends.”

      Her eyes locked with his. “Then they’d be in danger.” Her face went pale. “Mrs. Yosko. What if they go back and hurt her?” Tears bit at the backs of her eyes. Tears of frustration at the fact that she didn’t know what to do and couldn’t help Mrs. Y herself. “I’ve got to call her, at least to see if the police arrived.” She brought out her cell phone and started to locate Mrs. Y’s number in her contacts but Dare handed his phone to her.

      “This is a secure line,” he said.

      She set down her own phone and reached for his. “Thanks.” She tapped in Mrs. Y’s phone number. The elderly woman answered and Lyra’s voice shook as she asked, “Are you okay?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” Mrs. Yosko said.

      Lyra blinked and clenched the cell phone tighter. “I—well, the doors, the mess—have the police arrived?”

      “They’re here,” the woman said. “Also got some men fixing the doors. Just a random breaking and entering, of course. The landlord understands everything perfectly, and insurance will take care of it all.”

      “I’m so sorry.” This time Lyra couldn’t help the tears in her eyes or in her voice. “I didn’t mean for you—I should never have put you at risk. I just didn’t think…”

      “That’s enough.” Mrs. Y’s voice had never sounded so sharp. “You did nothing wrong and I won’t have you beating yourself up over it. You deserve a good life, and it’s time you did something about it. It’s time to stop being on the run.”

      Lyra couldn’t think of a word to say, she was so stunned by Mrs. Yosko’s words.

      The woman’s tone softened. “You take care of yourself. I expect to hear good news from you—soon.”

      “I’ll miss you,” Lyra said so softly she wasn’t sure Mrs. Yosko could hear her.

      “I’ll miss you, too, girl,” came the reply before she disconnected the call.

      For a long moment Lyra stared at the cell. Finally Dare took it from her. He studied her and then tapped in a number.

      “Lancaster here,” he said when someone apparently answered. “I need you to look into something called the Temple of Light. It’s a cult out of Oregon. Might be in our county now, or at least a branch of it.” Lyra’s heart pounded with every word, and her eyes widened. “Find out whatever you can.”

      A pause, then Dare said, “Thanks,” and ended the call.

      “Why did you just do that?” Lyra’s mouth was dry as she spoke. “Who did you talk to?” Her words nearly stuck in her throat as she added, “Do you really think they have a branch here?”

      “That was my partner, Nick Donovan.” Dare stuck his cell phone in a small holster at his side. He eyed her head-on. “When the man named Ryan Holstead contacted me, he mentioned being in the Huachuca Mountains. There’s no military station in those mountains. Fort Huachuca is on the other side of Sierra Vista. I want Nick to track them down. I need to know as much as possible about these sonsofbitches who are after you.”

      “Thanks, but it’s not necessary. I’ll be out of here before they can find me again.” She had to force back more angry tears as she clenched her fists. “I should have planned better. I got so comfortable that I started to believe I was safe.”

      “It’ll be dark soon.” He glanced through the window up at the sky before looking back at her. “It ought to be safe enough then to head out to my ranch to grab my gear and change vehicles.” He paused. “Why do they want you so bad?”

      “Where’s your place?” she asked instead of answering him.

      “I have a little spread a good fifteen miles from here.”

      She couldn’t take her eyes off his harsh profile. He looked like a real cowboy, tanned and weathered. Not just some guy who wore the gear. “A ranch?”

      “Yep.”

      “I’ve never been on a ranch.” Heaviness settled over her. “The People raised some livestock and vegetables. It was kind of like a farm, I guess. How do you know they haven’t already gone there?”

      “It’s not easy to find someone in the valley if you don’t know exactly where they live,” he said. “Not too many people know where my place is, and it’s not likely the bastards could find it. It would be damn near impossible to. They’d have to track down the right folks, who’d have to give detailed directions, which even then would take some time. A lot more time than I need to get in and out.”

      

      When it was dark, Dare drove the El Dorado out of Bisbee. Lyra remained silent and he focused on driving. They must have gone fifteen, maybe twenty miles when they reached a pair of open gates.

      Panic seized Lyra’s chest. She was alone. In the desert. Far from civilization. With a stranger.

      She clenched the strap of her backpack and took a deep breath. Okay, her brain had short-circuited, and she hadn’t fully thought this thing through.

      What was wrong with her? She was letting an absolute stranger take her out in the middle of the desert.

      But he had saved her from The People. And she hadn’t had a lot of choices.

      Dare turned onto a rough dirt road and the tires thrummed over a cattle guard before they shimmied on the ruts.

      The El Dorado bottomed out and she saw Dare’s frown in the glow of the dashboard lights. “Manny’ll be pissed if I even scratch the muffler,” he muttered.

      They pulled up to the sprawling ranch house and her heart beat a little faster as they climbed out of the El Dorado.

      It’s going to be okay. Calm down.

      A pair of Border Collies raised a ruckus and greeted Dare with enthusiasm. They sniffed Lyra and she jumped back just before she and Dare walked up the porch steps.

      “Don’t worry about the girls.” Dare pointed to the ground at his feet. “Darby. Xena. Stay.”

      The dogs sat and looked up at him, but their tails still waggled like crazy, brushing the dusty ground in half-moon arcs.

      After he opened the front door with a key on a ring filled with multiple keys, Lyra took a deep breath before walking into the ranch-style home. He closed the door behind them and she jumped again. She swallowed hard as she looked at Dare.

      “Hungry?” he asked as he tossed his black cowboy hat on the seat of a recliner.

      She pushed her hair out of her face. “Not really.” She couldn’t eat now if she tried.

      “I’ll make a couple of sandwiches after I see what I can do to get the rest of that pepper spray out of my eyes.” He strode toward an archway, cast a look over his shoulder, and added, “Then I’ll grab my things and we’ll get on out of here.”

      While she waited, she took in the spacious living room. Newspapers and Time magazines were scattered over the top of a coffee table, along with a couple of hardbound books with worn bindings.

      A straw cowboy hat rested on the back of a leather recliner that also had a denim western shirt draped over it. A couple of soda pop cans stood on an end table, and a large screen TV took up one corner of the room. She liked that the place had a lived-in look about it.

      At the same time, she felt antsy, like bugs crawled over and under her skin. She rubbed her upper arms with her hands and rocked from her heels to her toes.

      The People. The People had found her. She was on the run—again. She tried to fight the memories as her thoughts turned to the past, but she couldn’t stop the images flashing in her mind. And she couldn’t stop the old wounds from opening up again.

      For so long she’d been angry at her father and hated her mother. If her police officer father hadn’t died in the line of duty, she wouldn’t be in this mess. If her mother hadn’t been so weak, they would never have ended up in the Temple of Light.

      Lyra clenched her fists. The memory of how she’d found out her father had died was so vivid, it would never leave her mind. She still remembered the faces of the police officers who had come to their home to tell her and her mother that Lyra’s father had been murdered during a bank robbery. The way the two police officers tried to keep their expressions stoic. How bright the sunlight had been as it streamed through the windows. The scents of freshly mowed grass and her mother’s roses coming in through the open French doors. The ticking of the kettle-shaped clock in the kitchen.

      And the prickling of her scalp. The stinging of her skin. The unreality of it all, as if she were someone on the outside watching the scene.

      It had taken her years to realize it wasn’t her father’s fault for getting killed in the line of duty and leaving her and her mother so that they ended up in the cult. But when Lyra was younger, she couldn’t help but feel that if he had chosen a career other than being a cop, he’d still be alive, and the Temple of Light would never have happened.

      What Neal had done to her… She shuddered. Once in the cult the other men treated women and girls as subservient. The only reason Lyra hadn’t been raped was the Prophecy. Underage sex and forced “marriages” for girls from ages fifteen to eighteen was the norm in the cult, something Neal encouraged. Ironic that the one thing that made her life a living hell, the so-called Prophecy, had saved her from being raped. He hadn’t been allowed to touch her until she was eighteen, and he’d never had the chance because she’d escaped.

      When it came to men, she’d learned to keep her distance, but here she was, her life and freedom in the hands of one tall, dark cowboy.

      How could she put any trust in this man named Dare?

      She couldn’t—no, she wouldn’t—allow him to take control of her life in any way.

      Dare walked into the living room, carrying a large duffel, and he’d washed all the blood off his face. His eye was red and one side of his face seemed a little swollen. The scratches from her nails were dark against his tanned skin.

      A jolt shot through Lyra. Fear? Mistrust? Or something else?

      “Let’s go.” He grasped her hand before she could react, and she winced at the contact. Her palms burned where the skin had been scraped off. Dare caught her pained expression and relaxed his grip on her just enough to examine both of her palms.

      With a frown he said, “What did you do?”

      “No big deal.” She tried to pull her hands away, but he caught her by one wrist too easily. “Happened when I fell.”

      Without another word. Dare held on to her and led her into what appeared to be the master bedroom and to the adjoining bathroom. He closed the lid on the toilet and made her sit on it. After he retrieved a first-aid kit, he got down on one knee and proceeded to put antiseptic on her palms.

      “The scratches on your face must hurt more.” She shifted on the toilet seat. “It looks like you’re going to have a heck of a black eye.”

      “I’ve had worse,” he said without looking up from her hands.

      While he cared for her wounds, strange feelings swirled through Lyra. As much as she had the urge to get up and run, she found herself quivering from the intimate act of him being so close and doctoring her palms.

      Suddenly she barely felt the sting of the antiseptic. Instead, she was keenly aware of everything about Dare. His clean, masculine scent. The day’s stubble shadowing his strong jaw. The way veins stood out along his forearms while he cared for her hands and the flex of muscle beneath his shirt.

      He had a hard, seasoned look about him, like he truly was a gunslinger from the Old West. He wasn’t classically handsome. He was good-looking in a rough and rugged kind of way.

      The first three years after escaping Neal, she hadn’t looked at a man twice. As time passed, she’d started to feel “normal,” and that included having a growing interest in the opposite sex. She’d never felt comfortable enough to actually develop any relationships, though.

      Now, her gaze settled on Dare’s firm lips and her belly quivered at the thought of kissing him.

      She almost knocked herself upside the head with her free hand. The trauma of the day must have scrambled her brain.

      It was a few seconds before she realized Dare had stopped putting antiseptic on her palms. Her gaze slowly rose to meet his, and her cheeks burned at the fire in his eyes. Something hot and electric connected them.

      “Come on,” he finally said, breaking the spell she’d been caught in. His voice was low and hoarse as he added, “We’ve got to get you out of here.”

      Lyra cleared her throat as he took her by the wrist and helped her to her feet. She looked away from him. When she was standing, he grasped her chin in his large hand and turned her face so that she was looking right into his coffee-colored eyes.

      “I’m not going to hurt you, Lyra,” he said softly. “I don’t blame you if you don’t have a whole lot of trust in anyone. But I’ll let you know right now that I’ll do everything in my power to protect you.” His gaze searched hers as he added, “Got that? So trust me.”

      She eyed him head-on as she pushed his hands away from her face. “I don’t trust men I don’t know. Period.”

      Well, hell, Dare thought. This wasn’t going to work if he didn’t find some way to earn her trust. He ground his teeth. He’d led the bastards right to her. He’d been had, and he’d been had good.

      Why he felt such a need to protect this woman, he wasn’t sure. Maybe it was the fact that he was the reason she was on the run because he had brought the men to her doorstep. Maybe it was because he’d let down his partner on the force and he wasn’t about to let Lyra down. Maybe it was the primal instinct to protect a woman in trouble. Maybe something about this woman was special.

      Whatever it was, he really didn’t care at this moment. He was determined to keep her safe, and he’d do everything in his power to make that happen.

      Dare placed his hand against the T-shirt at her lower back and started to guide her through his house. His fingers burned where he touched her, and his groin tightened.

      Damned if he didn’t want her.

      He shook his head. He’d better get his mind back on the job. The job he’d taken on the minute he’d led the cult members to her doorstep.

      When they walked into his living room, Lyra paused to go to his floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. She picked up one of his framed photographs.

      “Your family?” she asked, her gaze still on the photo.

      “Taken at the ranch a year ago.” Dare moved closer to her, keenly aware of her scent of roses and woman, and the primal desire she stirred within him. He pointed out each member of his family. “Mom and Dad on the porch swing. My brother, Josh, against the railing, my sisters, Kate and Melissa, sitting on the porch steps.”

      “And you with your shoulder hitched against the door frame.” She looked up. “You’re lucky.”

      Damn, she had a pretty face. “We have our moments. But I’d kick anyone’s ass who messed with a one of them.”

      “Must be nice to have a family that loves you,” she said softly. “That cares for you.” He watched as Lyra placed the picture on the bookshelf and studied other photographs. “Are these children nephews and nieces?”

      Pride rose in his chest. “All six. I’d do anything for those kids.”

      She nodded and trailed her fingers over a few books on the oak shelves. “Biographies, astronomy, Arizona history…and romance novels?”

      Dare couldn’t help a smile at her look of surprise. “My kid sister got me hooked on a couple of authors. They’re good.”

      “They’re just fantasy.” Lyra shrugged. “I don’t believe there’s such a thing as happy endings.”

      With a frown. Dare said, “What did they do to you up in Oregon?”

      “Listen. You have no idea what they’re like.” Lyra rubbed her arms again. “Nice family?” She gestured to the pictures and he could see her hand was trembling. “Helping me will put every one of them at risk.”

      She put her hand to her forehead and clenched her eyes shut for a moment before opening them. Her expression became more panicked and she started looking around the room as if searching for something. “Everyone I know is in danger. I need to call them, warn them.”

      “Hey.” He grasped her upper arm. “They’ll be all right. And we’ll figure out something to get the cult bastards off your back.”

      Lyra jerked her arm away. “What’s wrong with me? I can’t let you do this. It’s unbelievable that I let you take me out here. Just drop me off somewhere and I’ll hitch a ride.”

      This time he caught her by both arms and drew her to him. She tried to struggle as he brought her to his chest and cradled her in his arms. After she tried to get away from him, her muscles went limp and she felt the bone-deep exhaustion of the day. All the fight left her and she let herself sink against Dare. Let herself feel warm, safe, and secure, if only for a moment.

      His masculine scent filled her, comforted her. She didn’t know why, just that it did.

      He smoothed his hand down her hair and murmured against the top of her head, “I won’t let them hurt you, honey. I won’t let them get you.”

      Something electrical started happening to her body when his lips brushed her hair. As if every nerve ending under her skin was charged wherever his body touched her.

      She placed her palms on his chest and forced him to let her step away. When they drew apart, she felt a loss, like her body needed to be against his.

      It must be everything that happened that day. There was no other explanation that made sense as to why her body was reacting to him.

      Dare slipped his hands to her upper arms. “For tonight I’ll take you to Tombstone. We’ll spend the night in a motel there—we’ll register under different names. I know the owner.”

      “Okay.” She gave an exhausted sigh. “Tomorrow I hitchhike.”

      He lowered his head and clenched his hands tighter around her upper arms. “Tomorrow we come up with some kind of plan that will keep you from ever having to run again.”

      Lyra gave a heartless laugh. “Like that will ever happen.”

      “Trust me,” he said softly, his gorgeous eyes fixed on hers.

      Her mouth snapped shut. Then she said, “I just need to get through tonight. Then I’ll decide what to do next.”

      “We’ll talk about it in the morning.” He gave a sharp nod. “Let’s go.”

      Dare grabbed the bulging brown leather duffel and led her out the front door. She cast her gaze skyward for a moment. The stars were so brilliant here. She could see so many, just like the times her dad and mom had taken her out of Portland to the Cascade Mountains to go camping. She almost raised her hand like she had many times when she was a child and had thought she could touch the stars.

      A deep, deep heaviness settled in her belly.

      That was when her father was alive. When he would take her outside and show her the Big and Little Dippers and he’d tell her stories about them.

      That was when she believed in her mom and had loved her. Before her father’s death and her mother’s choices had destroyed their lives.

      Lyra’s attention snapped back to the present as the Border Collies greeted them and the automatic floodlights came on.

      Dare watched the range of emotions that passed over Lyra’s features before they went hard again. What was she thinking? What had she been through? If today was an example, this woman had been to hell and back.

      He ordered the dogs to stay, then took Lyra to a shelter that housed his vehicles. He had a whole range of work trucks, an SUV, and one empty stall where the truck he’d driven to her house belonged. The assholes had slashed the tires. He’d have to have his foreman and one of his ranch hands take care of it when they returned Manny’s car.

      “What about your dogs?” she asked.

      “There’s a doggie door through the back and I made sure the girls have plenty of food and water inside,” he said. “I’ll be calling my mom and she’ll check in on them if I’m gone longer than a day.”

      The night was cool as they strode across the hard-packed earth to the SUV. Even though his strides weren’t hurried, he noticed Lyra had to double her steps to keep up with him.

      The SUV was night black with dark tinted windows. A midsize model that he’d had specially equipped. Everything in it was high-tech, including the GPS.

      Dare threw his duffel into the backseat, then held the passenger door open for her. “Get in.”

      She tossed her backpack onto the backseat beside his duffel, then buckled her seat belt as he shut the door with a solid thunk.

      Dare strode to the driver’s side door and, after removing his Stetson, swung his bulk into the seat and turned to set his black western hat on top of the leather bag in the backseat.

      He gave Lyra a long look before starting the vehicle. She appeared so strong yet vulnerable all in one.

      He started the vehicle, then headed down the dusty road from his ranch. They reached the two-lane paved road and Dare swung the SUV onto it, heading north. Earlier they’d driven from the opposite direction. He glanced in his rearview mirror before looking back to the road ahead of him. No headlights behind, just pure darkness.

      His own headlights flowed over mesquite and dry grass lining the road. A few red and white Hereford cattle grazed on the opposite side of a barbed-wire fence, their eyes glowing red in the lights of the SUV.

      “No one’s following us.” Lyra had been looking over her shoulder. She turned back around and let out an audible sigh of relief before her words came out sharp and bitter. “For now.”
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      Neal paced the length of his large quarters and ground his teeth. He couldn’t let his emotions get the better of him. Adam had just called again to say they couldn’t find the PI’s home. They’d only met a couple of people who knew him and said he lived on some kind of ranch, but they didn’t know where it was in the valley. According to Adam, the valley was massive, and it would be hell to track down one person’s home or ranch.

      Neal growled, then sucked in a deep breath. Scents of sandalwood and patchouli incense mingled with the smell of the vanilla candles burning at the small altar at one corner of his room. He released his breath and he moved toward the altar.

      As he knelt before it, he bowed his head. “Forgiveness, Jericho, Lord of the Prophets, for my anger.” A water glass always stood ready beside the pitcher next to the altar. He filled it and swallowed a hit of LSD, also known as Sacrament.

      While he waited for the drug to bring him to his meditative state, he reached for the vessel of the Prophets and a baggie of what further helped him communicate with Jericho. Marijuana, in its purest and most potent form.

      Once Neal had filled a bong half-full with water from the small pitcher, he tamped the dry leaves into its quarter-sized bowl and lit it. He brought the water pipe to his mouth and inhaled. Smoke filled his lungs, burned his throat, and he tasted the bittersweet taste of the weed on his tongue.

      After holding the smoke as long as he could, he exhaled. A white stream poured through his lips and the scent of the leaf grew stronger in his room. He sucked on the bong again, then twice more.

      He set the bong aside and sat back on his haunches, his hands folded in reverence for the Light. His muscles relaxed and his mind drifted to where Jericho would grant a vision to him, as he always had.

      The First Prophet Jericho had been Neal’s father’s father. As Jericho had been fond of explaining, he had brought The People together when free love reigned and minds opened, allowing all who joined the commune to recognize the will of the Light. Jericho had taken multiple wives and fathered nearly thirty children, but his eldest son, Abraham, had been unworthy of succeeding his father. Jericho himself had taught Neal the way of the Light instead of teaching Abraham.

      Jericho had passed on to the Light itself but still guided Neal through meditations and had instructed him on what his next step should be. Neal’s father, Abraham, died not long after, during his own meditations.

      Neal smiled. The strength of strychnine he’d laced the pot and the LSD with had been more than enough to rid The People of his incapable father.

      The responsibilities of guiding The People had fallen to Neal. He above anyone should rightly be Prophet over all within his control and those who soon would be.

      Colors began flashing in his mind as the present came into view and the room swirled around him. He had reached his meditative state.

      It took only moments before he saw a younger version of Lyra—the first time he had laid eyes upon her. He’d been recruiting new sheep for his fold and had met Lyra and her mother, Sara, at a Portland arts festival during one of his many magnificent sermons in an amphitheater. He had spoken with Sara afterward, but it was the beautiful Lyra who had captured his attention.

      The almost-fifteen-year-old girl’s brilliant green gaze had held a spark that attracted him at once. That very night he had used the tools of the Prophets and foreseen Lyra as his new First Wife after she turned eighteen.

      He hadn’t understood Jericho’s orders that Neal wait until she reached that age, but he never questioned the will of the High Prophet.

      More important, Jericho told Neal that Lyra would bear the new Messiah who would reach out to more people to gather them to the Temple of Light. The Messiah would help Neal save the world from its demons. When the new Messiah was of age, he would heal The People and spread the realm of the Light around the world.

      It had been necessary to bring the girl to the Light. Immediately.

      Of course, it had taken some manipulation, but Neal had brought her and her mother into the fold.

      For three years Lyra had lived in the commune, knowing one day she would serve the Light and The People as Neal’s new First Wife. He’d had his other wives train Lyra in her responsibilities, instruct her in what would be expected of her as wife and servant to the Prophet. Neal had taken a firm hand in her training as well.

      But she had vanished when she turned eighteen, mere days before he would have joined with her. “Escape” wasn’t the right word for Lyra’s disappearance. No one escaped the Light. The Light was always with them and protected the compound from potential intruders and protected The People from themselves.

      But Lyra—Neal’s body tensed as he remembered the day Lyra had vanished. He’d been servicing one of his wives that evening and had followed with deep meditations when she left him to return to her tent. Hours later he went to Lyra’s room to watch her sleep, perhaps to wake her and continue her education.

      But she hadn’t been in her bed.

      At first, he’d thought perhaps she had wandered to another part of the Temple, even though it was late. Yet, within him he knew something was very wrong.

      Within minutes he’d assembled a massive team of all the men in the commune. They’d searched every tent, every building, every square inch of the compound. It wasn’t until Jeffrey returned with dope that Neal determined where she’d gone. One of his tapestries from the Prayer Room was in the back of the truck with the drugs. And Lyra was gone.

      Jeffrey had paid dearly.

      More colors and light flashed through Neal’s head as he meditated. The memories of that night and the days following swirled into nothingness as the present came to the forefront.

      He saw Lyra as she must be now, five years later. A beautiful, mature woman ready to receive his semen and fulfill the Prophecy.

      He saw everything so clearly. Lyra would come to him, not willingly, but she would come to him no less. He would join with her, then fuck her, filling her with his come. He would fuck her as many times as he had to until the new Messiah grew in her belly.

      Neal smiled, feeling completely at peace. Lyra would come to him.

      Soon.
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      Everything had begun to feel surreal to Lyra, especially as she sat next to a virtual stranger and approached the town of Tombstone. The twinkle of lights was fairly sparse in the surrounding desert.

      Her thoughts raced. She had to find someone to check in on Mrs. Y and make sure she got everything she needed. And Dixie—someone had to make sure she had her cat food the next time she ran out. Lyra would have to call Becca, who was probably the only one she could count on right now. But it was late, and Lyra didn’t want to wake anyone up.

      While they traveled from the ranch to Tombstone, Lyra and Dare ate the roast beef and cheese sandwiches he’d thrown together before they’d left. She was surprised she was actually hungry and ate a whole sandwich. He ate two. She downed a good-size bottle of water, and he did the same.

      Dare drove the SUV slowly through the small tourist town that was barely a blip on the map. She’d never been to historic Allen Street, and now it didn’t look like she’d ever get a chance.

      Lyra felt like she could crawl right out of her skin, she was so jittery and jumpy at the thought of The People spotting them. She forced herself to breathe. She was in a different town—albeit a really, really small town—and they were just going to spend one night at a motel, under assumed names. In the morning she’d head out and hitchhike to Tucson, where she could catch a bus to just about anywhere.

      Dare guided the SUV into the parking lot of a U-shaped gathering of bungalows where a big, glowing yellow sign proclaimed Tombstone Getaway.

      After they parked. Dare put on his Stetson, took her by the hand, and led her into the tiny lobby of the motel. She was surprised her palm didn’t really hurt when he grasped it. Instead, it tingled and she felt that strange connection with him that had her shaking her head.

      When they opened and closed the glass door of the lobby a bell jingled, startling Lyra.

      An older man with a well-creased face, deeply tanned skin, large ears, and liver-spotted hands moved to the counter. “Lancaster,” he said, before running his gaze over Lyra, then back to Dare.

      He dug into his wallet and pulled out several bills. “Tonight it’s Jameson.” He handed the cash to the man, then stuffed the wallet into his pocket.

      It was then that Lyra noticed Dare’s gun tucked into the back of his waistband, against his black shirt. Why hadn’t she noticed it earlier?

      The man fished a brass key out from beneath the counter, then tossed the key to Dare. “Casita two, Jameson.”

      Dare touched the brim of his Stetson and Lyra followed him into the night. The parking lot was softly lit only by the big yellow sign. He unlocked and opened one door of the SUV and handed Lyra her backpack, which she hitched over one shoulder. He grabbed his duffel, shut the door, and locked it. The vehicle didn’t chirp when he locked it—no doubt as a PI he wouldn’t want to announce himself in any way. He took her by the hand and headed toward the casita that had a worn brass number 2 nailed to it.

      “Wait.” She brought them to a stop. “You got one room.”

      He gave her an impatient look before continuing to draw her along with him. “I’m not letting you out of my sight, honey. For one thing, I intend to guard you, and two, I don’t trust you not to run.”

      Lyra ground her teeth. The man was too intuitive and protective. “How much do I owe you for the room?”

      “Nothing.”

      “I pay my way,” she said. “I don’t mooch.”

      “I’m paying, so get over it,” he said with an angry expression that caused her to snap her mouth shut. “This mess is my fault, so it’s the least I can do.” When Dare opened the casita, the door swung open and he flipped on the lights. Lyra wrinkled her nose at the smell of old carpeting and stale cigarettes.

      “There’s only one bed.” She looked from the queen-size bed to Dare. “Where are you sleeping?”

      The corner of his mouth quirked into a smile. “You’d make me sleep on the floor?”

      “Or in the tub.” After all that had happened to them in the last six hours or so, she was surprised she could return his smile.

      He reached up and caressed her cheek with his knuckles. “You have the most beautiful smile.”

      A deep thrill ran through Lyra’s belly and she fought the urge to move closer to him, to let him embrace her like he had earlier. Instead, she stepped back and he let his fingers slip down her face before he tossed his duffel onto a chair.

      Her hands trembled as she turned her back on him and set her pack onto another straight-back chair beside the door. She was alone in a room with a freaking stranger. A stranger who made her feel something more than she should be feeling right now.

      With a huff of air that caused her bangs to flutter at her forehead, she unfastened and raised the flap of her canvas backpack and tried to ignore her awareness of the man. It had to be a reaction caused by the day’s events.

      She jerked a T-shirt out and turned to find Dare with no shirt on, his Stetson, boots, and belt tossed onto the chair with his duffel, and the top button of his Wranglers undone. Her gaze moved up from his waistband to his well-muscled chest. He had a large scar on one shoulder. She could just imagine how it would feel to run her palms over his smooth, tanned skin as she kissed that scar. She’d move her fingers up higher to his neck and into his dark hair.

      Her eyes met Dare’s and her heart beat faster. She bit her lower lip and clenched her T-shirt in her hands. He raised his hand and slipped his fingers into his hair, ruffling it in a way that made him look even sexier.

      She cleared her throat. “I think you’d better sleep in the bathtub.”

      

      Sirens screamed.

      Too far away.

      Dare rounded one side of the warehouse while his partner crouched behind the open door on the driver’s side of the cruiser.

      “Get your ass over here, Lancaster,” Franklin said just low enough that only Dare could have heard.

      He and Franklin had responded to a simple trespassing call at an old building on the south side of Tucson and had come upon what looked like a serious drug deal. The moment they’d realized what was going down, Franklin called for backup.

      They’d managed to keep from being seen and eased away from the doorway to the building. Franklin made it back to the cruiser before Dare.

      “Cops.” came a shout from inside the warehouse. “Shit,” Dare said under his breath.

      He heard a shot behind him. He swung around into a crouch, his arms straight out, gripping his Glock with both hands.

      At the same time he recognized two facts: Franklin was lying face down in a pool of blood, and a man was swinging his aim from Franklin to Dare.

      Without a moment’s hesitation, Dare shot the bastard center mass.

      The man dropped.

      Dare shouted into his shoulder radio, “Officer down. Officer down.”

      Keeping low, he bolted toward Franklin. Adrenaline pumped through Dare’s body and he dived for the cruiser.

      Shots whizzed over his head.

      Before he reached Franklin, something slammed into Dare’s shoulder with enough power to knock him flat on his back.

      Excruciating pain tore through him, almost blinding him.

      Despite the pain, he held his arm close to his chest and managed to scoot behind the cruiser’s door, beside Franklin.

      The screeching of tires coming to a halt on the asphalt, the earsplitting wail of sirens, and the shouts of men and women officers told him the cavalry had arrived.

      But as he looked down at his partner, the hole in Franklin’s head and the man’s blank stare told Dare it was too late.

      

      Dare opened his eyes to find his body covered in sweat. He brought his right hand up to his left shoulder. The pain radiating through his old wound made it feel as if it had happened yesterday rather than seven years ago. His disorientation cleared almost immediately, but the recurring nightmare lingered on.

      He’d slept on the floor by the bathroom in the bungalow he shared with Lyra. A cramp spasmed in his lower back and his head felt like it was going to split. Lyra had given him the bedspread and three of the four pillows, and he’d found another blanket in the closet. That had done nothing to make the floor in the least bit comfortable. Not that he’d expected them to.

      Still in his jeans, he rose. He tilted his head from side to side and the bones made a light popping sound as the movement relieved the crick in his neck. He ran his palm over his stubbled jaw. He felt like hell.

      Dare turned to look at the empty bed. All that was on it was a couple of twenty-dollar bills.

      I pay my way, echoed in his head.

      Lyra wasn’t anywhere in the small room.

      Her backpack was gone.

      “Fuck.” He nearly slammed his fist against the wall, just bringing his knuckles short of the painted bricks.

      Instead, he strode across the room and jerked open the casita door. She hadn’t quite closed it—probably to keep him from hearing her leave.

      Of course, she wasn’t outside. Not where he could see her, anyway.

      That Goddamned nightmare. It had been so intense he hadn’t heard the slightest sound she’d made, which wasn’t like him.

      In moments he’d pulled on a T-shirt, slipped his belt through the loops, yanked on his boots, slid his Glock into the back of his waistband, and shoved his Stetson on his head. He ignored the cash and stuffed everything else into his duffel, grabbed his SUV keys along with the room key, and stormed out of the room.

      Goddamnit. He had promised himself he would protect her. Not let anything happen to her. She was going to get herself killed like Franklin. And Dare couldn’t stop it.

      Something settled hard and deep in the pit of his gut. He’d failed again.

      But he wasn’t giving up until he knew for sure he couldn’t find her.

      After tossing the morning clerk the room key, Dare unlocked his vehicle and climbed in. He fired it up, backed out of the parking lot, put it in first, and stopped at the entrance. Lyra would probably be hitching a ride to Tucson, so he’d start out heading that way. If she wasn’t on the road, still trying to hitchhike, he’d never find her.

      Just before pulling out of the parking lot, he glanced at the convenience store catty-corner from the motel.

      Lyra was climbing into the passenger seat of a beat-up blue compact car. Relief combined with frustration made his head ache even more. He had the brief inclination to charge across the street and block the car’s exit, but he didn’t know what Lyra’s reaction would be, and the last thing he wanted was for someone to call the cops.

      Dare narrowed his eyes as he waited for the car to slip into the nonexistent traffic. Instead of taking a right and going toward St. David and Benson, which would lead her toward Tucson, the vehicle made a left, heading in the direction they had come from last night.

      Dare clenched the steering wheel.

      Was Lyra going back to Bisbee?

      He scowled before the thought occurred to him that Lyra might be going to Sierra Vista, backtracking a little before heading to the largest town in the county. She just might have taken the first available ride and was counting on catching a bus or hitchhiking from S.V. to Tucson. No two ways about it, she had to find a ride, maybe even east to El Paso or west to Phoenix.

      Dare guided his SUV onto the small highway meandering through Tombstone, keeping back far enough that he hoped he wouldn’t be noticed but could still keep the car in sight. He had already memorized the car’s license plate number.

      Not much later, the car turned at the exit that would take them to Sierra Vista. There was no way Dare was going to lose them now.

      It crossed his mind that Lyra could no doubt take care of herself and would make it cross-country without his help, while running from the cult.

      But that gut feeling he’d had since meeting her wouldn’t let go. On so many levels he felt the need to help this woman and keep her safe. Hell, he barely knew her. But he wanted to protect her while finding some way to get the bastards off her back—for good.

      

      Lyra leaned her head back against the headrest of the passenger seat. “I can’t thank you enough for giving me a ride.”

      The brunette shrugged a shoulder. “No problem. You don’t look like a killer, and I can always use the company.” She had large brown eyes and enough freckles on her face and arms for six people.

      Lyra hoped she could trust this woman, too. She sighed at the word “trust” again and clenched the straps of her backpack. “It’s just as hard to hitch a ride with a total stranger, too. In the past, I’ve caught rides with women. I especially don’t trust men.”

      “Don’t you have that right.” The brunette tossed her a smile. “What’s your name?”

      “Janet,” Lyra said without hesitation. She’d used that name when she’d hitchhiked fifteen hundred miles to Tucson from Sandy, Oregon. Once in Tucson she’d lived on the streets until she saved up enough money from selling her artwork to hitch rides to one of the smallest towns she could find to hide in, a place that was also an artists’ community where she could sell her metalwork and live off the income.

      “I’m Doris.” The forty-something woman kept glancing from the road back to Lyra. “Why are you hitchhiking?”

      It was Lyra’s turn to shrug. “Time to move on.”

      “Where are you headed?”

      Lyra paused. “San Francisco.”

      Doris seemed fine with Lyra’s brief responses. The woman turned out to be pretty chatty, which was a relief to Lyra. She wasn’t in the mood to talk. While Doris rattled on about every man she’d dated in the past year, Lyra’s thoughts kept returning to Dare. She couldn’t get her mind off the man—and it wasn’t just that he’d saved her from The People. No, if she was being honest with herself, she’d felt a deep, dangerous attraction to the man. His dark hair and brown eyes, the fluid way he moved, the finely muscled chest she’d seen last night. And his scent and the memory of how it had felt to be in his arms when he’d comforted her.

      Get with the program, Lyra. It was just one of those rescuee-falls-for-rescuer kinda things.

      Lyra sat up straighter in her seat. It was still early, and she hadn’t had a chance to contact her friends to help Mrs. Y or to make sure the elderly woman was okay.

      “Where do you want me to drop you off?” Doris said, breaking into Lyra’s thoughts.

      To her surprise, they were already rolling through the eastern part of Sierra Vista. “Target.” Lyra gestured to the store on their right.

      “Target it is.” Doris drove to the large chain store and pulled up in front of the entrance.

      “Let me pay you for my share of the gas,” Lyra said as she started to open the flap of her backpack. “It’s so expensive now.”

      “No,” Doris said with enough emphasis to startle Lyra into looking at the woman. “I was coming here anyway, and you were great company.”

      “Thank you.” Lyra returned the woman’s smile as she pulled on the door handle and pushed the car’s door open. “You don’t know how much I appreciate the ride.”

      “Not a problem.”

      Lyra climbed out and shut the car door before taking a few steps back. She slipped her arms through the handles of her backpack and hitched it up, waved goodbye, and headed straight into the store.

      It had been the kindness of strangers that had helped her get away from The People to begin with. Even then she’d been through some pretty rough times, but she’d had some help. Only this time, the cash she had in her pack was enough to help her start a new life somewhere else. She’d have to live on ramen, macaroni and cheese, and water, but she could afford to rent an apartment until she started selling her artwork again, as long as she didn’t go anyplace too expensive.

      That ruled out New York City.

      Inside the store, she grabbed a shopping basket and first thing headed for the aisle with the hair dye. She’d have to find everything to make her look like the fake ID she’d paid a lot for just in case she had to go on the run again. She’d need it to buy a ticket to board the bus.

      Lyra rushed through the store, grabbing what she needed. It didn’t take her long to choose a nice shade of red temporary hair dye and a few makeup products—she’d never been one for makeup, so that was something that had really made her look different on her ID. She found big sunglasses, a yellow tank top, and a matching pair of shorts.

      She practically ran to the back of the store and picked out a pair of jogging shoes so her old ones wouldn’t be recognized. She even remembered to snag a pair of scissors and some bubblegum. At the last minute she ran to the food section of the superstore and picked up a Danish for breakfast.

      Groaning with disappointment, she realized she was going to have to give up her backpack. She sighed. She’d had the thing since her days on the streets—it was one of her first real possessions. And it was just perfect for all of her art tools, her cell phone, and everything else she kept.

      Lyra pushed her cart to the section where the store displayed several rows of backpacks. A pink Barbie pack made her laugh as she thought about carrying that around. Yeah, no one would guess it was her, but she didn’t think she could live with a picture of a doll on a bright pink pack.

      Eventually she settled on a sturdy yellow backpack that went with her new look. Why not? It would function well for what she needed.

      As she paid for the items, her hands trembled, even though she doubted any of the cult members would be in the store at that moment. When she finished the transaction, she took her purchases into the ladies’ restroom, brushing by one shopper and entering the largest stall. Within a few minutes she’d changed into the yellow tank top and shorts and changed her shoes. Her new backpack bulged by the time she had transferred all of her clothes into it along with her other possessions. She’d have to get rid of the shoes—she just didn’t have room for those to fit. She stuffed her wad of cash and fake ID into a pocket of the pack and made sure she zipped it.

      After she peed, she came out of the stall. Thankfully, the restroom was empty. She threw away her old shoes and with a sad sigh tossed away her old pack, too.

      She placed her new pack and purchases on the floor and snatched the scissors out of the bag of purchases. Lyra grimaced as she carefully hacked off a good six inches of her hair so that she now sported a bob instead of having it a little over shoulder-length. Just as she tossed the hair into the garbage, a woman with two children came into the restroom and Lyra jumped. The woman was too busy with the toddlers to even notice Lyra.

      Still, she chose to work on her makeup first before she would dye her hair. She applied a thick layer of foundation, a heavy dose of blush, and used blue eye shadow, black mascara, and red lipstick. One thing she’d learned was that she was probably least likely to draw the cult’s attention by dressing in loud colors and wearing bright makeup, because they’d expect her to be subdued like she’d always been.

      When she was finished applying the makeup, the woman came out of the large stall with her children, washed her hands and her children’s without looking at Lyra. Finally, the woman left with her kids and Lyra skimmed through the directions on the bottle of hair dye.

      If she didn’t want any stains, she’d need to protect her hands and her neck. She dragged one of her old T-shirts out of her backpack to put around her neck to keep the dye from getting on her tank top. Then she emptied out the two shopping bags, jamming the makeup and scissors into her backpack, but left the sunglasses out on the shelf on the countertop beside the sink.

      Lyra wrapped her hands in the now-empty plastic shopping bags, grabbed the bottle of dye, leaned over the sink, and poured the entire contents of the bottle over her hair. With her hands covered by the bags, she managed to work the dye through her hair. Someone came into the bathroom while Lyra was rinsing the excess out, but she didn’t look up and prayed it wasn’t a store employee.

      After she rinsed her hair, Lyra threw away the bags and dye bottle. She rubbed the T-shirt that had been around her neck over her hair to get out most of the water and any remnants of the dye. She wiped up the mess on the countertop, then tossed the T-shirt. An elderly woman came out of a stall and gave Lyra an odd look but just washed her hands and dried them beneath the hand dryer.

      Thank goodness there was a dryer. When the lady left, Lyra twisted the metal nozzle so that the air would blow upward instead of down and proceeded to dry her hair the best she could.

      Finally finished, she took a deep breath, turned, and looked into the mirror.

      As she’d expected, a virtual stranger looked back at her. Her red hair fell in a smooth, if not a little uneven, cap down to chin-level. Her makeup was bold and her clothing bright. She picked up the pair of sunglasses and slipped them on. Dang, even she wouldn’t be able to recognize herself.

      One more thing would help alter her appearance. She dug a pair of socks out of her bag and padded each cup of her bra. She smiled when she looked at her reflection again. Now those were a pair of breasts. She unwrapped a piece of bubblegum, popped it in her mouth, and started chewing. Ewwww. Talk about too much sugar, and the watermelon flavor—ick. But she continued to chew it with her mouth open until the sugar dissolved and she was able to blow bubbles.

      She dropped the rest of the gum into her backpack and slung the pack over her shoulder. She hoped no one would think she was stealing anything. At least she had the receipt to prove she’d purchased everything in the backpack and what she was wearing.

      Lyra straightened her posture, took a deep breath, smacked her bubblegum, and walked out of the bathroom, her chin tilted up. Like she’d expected, no one paid attention to her—the place was too busy with people coming and going. The loud chatter of voices rang in her ears.

      When she stepped outside the automatic doors, sunshine warmed her face and she smiled. A new look brought on a feeling of self-confidence she hadn’t had before. From behind her sunglasses she scanned the crowd, looking for a likely candidate to give her a ride to the bus stop.

      From the corner of her eye, she spotted a black SUV, and her heart stuttered. If she didn’t know better, she’d think it was Dare’s vehicle.

      It was.

      Damn it.

      How had he found her? He must have followed her from Tombstone.

      Lyra didn’t look his way, just blew another huge pink bubble and let it pop over her mouth and the tip of her nose. When she spotted an elderly woman, Lyra sucked the bubble back in, forced a smile, and strode into the parking lot with as much confidence as she could. The entire time she walked toward the woman, Lyra felt prickles up and down her spine as if Dare were looking right at her.

      She reached the woman and clenched her new backpack tighter in one arm. She gave the woman a little wave with her free hand and made her smile brighter. “By any chance could I get a ride to the bus stop? If it’s not out of your way?”

      The woman studied Lyra for a moment with keen blue eyes. “All right,” the woman finally said. “Just as soon as I get my bags in the trunk.”

      “Thanks.” Lyra kept her smile cheerful, but her body vibrated with tension as she chatted and helped the woman load her purchases into the back of the green sedan. When they were ready to take off, Lyra climbed into the passenger seat clutching her backpack. Not once had she looked Dare’s way.

      Why was he following her, anyway? He couldn’t help her. He was a stranger, and she really had no clue why he seemed to want to protect her. She could take care of herself.

      And if she could get out of this parking lot without the cowboy PI recognizing her, that would just prove herself even more.

      

      Dare glanced at his watch, then back to the entrance of the store. He’d seen Lyra go in a good twenty minutes earlier. What was taking her so long? He hadn’t followed her in, afraid he’d lose her in the big store and she’d be out of there before he had a chance to track her down.

      Instead, he watched the entrance, waiting for her to reappear. Countless people walked in and out of the store, and his practiced eye swept over each and every one of them. Once he saw a blond woman with a similar build and height as Lyra, but then he got a good look at her and shook his head.

      Dare watched mothers with toddlers in tow, boys with pants so big and long the hems were ragged, and teenage girls with skirts that were way too short.

      He’d sure never let his teenage daughters dress like that if he had any. If he ever found a woman to settle down with. For some reason his thoughts turned to Lyra and he imagined she’d make a great mother and wife. He shook his head. Where did that thought come from?

      Another mother holding the hands of small children, one on either side of her, walked out of the store.

      The mother was followed by a redhead wearing bright yellow clothing and large sunglasses. The woman had generous breasts and long legs and blew big bubbles with her chewing gum. She paused before continuing after the mother of the toddlers.

      Next a young woman with huge boobs and a tiny waist came out arm-in-arm with an older man who had silver-gray hair and a crisp shirt and slacks. She paused to kiss him on the lips, laughed like a schoolgirl, and they continued walking across the lot. Looked like someone had a sugar daddy.

      For some reason Dare’s attention was drawn to the redhead, who had stopped to help an elderly woman load her trunk with her purchases. The redhead had a bright yellow backpack slung over her shoulder. He glanced at the front doors of the store before looking back at the redhead. He caught sight of her smile as she talked with the woman.

      In that instant he knew it was Lyra. No one had a smile as beautiful as hers.

      Dare shook his head and couldn’t help a grin of his own. Clever girl. He had come so close to not recognizing her. Hell, she’d even made her boobs look bigger.

      The green sedan pulled out of its parking space. Dare waited until the car was almost out of sight before bringing his SUV around to follow it. If Lyra had spotted him, she’d be on the watch for him if he came too close.

      Regardless if he couldn’t keep up, he was pretty sure where she was headed now that she’d changed her appearance.

      

      After sucking in a deep breath, Lyra tried to relax. She glanced at the side-view mirror and smiled when she saw Dare’s SUV still parked near the entrance of the store. Ha. She’d fooled even him.

      Feeling a little lighter at heart—yet at the same time somehow disappointed—Lyra did her best to be talkative. The woman seemed a little tense at first but gradually warmed to Lyra on the short ride to the bus stop. This time Lyra didn’t ask if she could help pay for gas. After she climbed out of the car, before she closed the sedan’s door, she dug in her pack and found a five-dollar bill.

      She tossed it on the car seat and said, “Thank you.”

      The woman protested, but Lyra closed the door, smiled, and waved before striding around the corner of the building. She opened a glass door and walked into the small bus station.

      Lyra hugged the backpack to her chest using one arm as she stood in the short line to get her bus ticket. With her free hand she opened one of the zippered pockets just enough to dig out more cash for the ticket and to grab her ID before zipping the pocket back up again. Trying to relax was futile as she stood in line waiting for her turn. She casually looked around the lobby of the bus station. No sign of any of The People. She kept her sunglasses on in case.

      Still, she felt like something was crawling up her spine.

      When she purchased her ticket to Phoenix, the clerk only casually looked from Lyra’s ID to her face before taking her cash and handing her the ticket.

      She left the air-conditioned chill of the bus station lobby to enter the July sunshine and sat on a sun-warmed bench to wait for the bus. The green bench smelled like it had been newly painted. Between that and the exhaust from passing cars, she got a headache.

      While she waited she could eat her Danish and have time to make the calls she had needed to make since last night. She slipped her hand into her pack, felt around, and grabbed the plastic-wrapped apple Danish. After setting her pack on the bench beside her, she opened the package to eat her breakfast. She managed to keep her fingers from getting sticky and got up to toss the wrapper into a nearby garbage can.

      A droplet of sweat rolled down her neck and between her sock-enhanced breasts from the heat, and her hair started to stick to her moist forehead. Sierra Vista was a few degrees warmer than Bisbee.

      She gave a wry smile. But it's a dry heat.

      Lyra plopped back onto the bench and reached into her backpack for her cell phone to make her calls to Becca and her other friends. Her grip on her pack slipped. All of her art tools and the small treasured tin she’d made from her artwork tumbled out and onto the concrete.

      “Crap.” The friggin’ Velcro hadn’t held on one of the side pockets. Lyra scooted off the bench, bent down to pick up the tin and the few tools she used for her metalwork, and stuffed them back into the pack—this time inside.

      She stood and had started to sling her pack over her shoulder when a large hand caught her by her upper arm.

      Lyra went rigid as she was jerked against a hard, wiry body.

      A sick feeling dropped to her belly as Mark said close to her ear, “It’s about fucking time, Lyra.’’
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      “Let. Me. Go.” Lyra punctuated every word while trying to keep her tone controlled. “I’ll scream so loud everyone on the block will hear me.”

      Mark pressed something hard and small against her lower back. Her heart slammed against her breastbone. Chills scrabbled up and down her spine, more intense this time than when she thought she was being watched earlier.

      “I’ve had men waiting at every bus stop in the county,” he continued. “Wouldn’t have recognized you if you hadn’t dropped that tin out of your backpack.” He moved his hand from her arm to slip into her short hair, and his breath warmed her ear as he moved his lips closer. Her skin crawled. “Wonder what Neal will think of your new look. I’m pretty sure he won’t be too happy, and you’ll probably get your ass whipped for it.”

      Heat bubbled up inside her and she started to shake. Not only did fear course through her body, but she felt hot, raging fury at the man behind her, along with anger at her own stupidity.

      “Come on.” Adam moved into her line of vision and she saw that he was pretty banged up. Probably from the fight with Dare. Adam’s gaze darted from side to side. “We’ve gotta get her out of here.”

      She didn’t want to die, but would that be preferable to returning to Neal?

      No. She’d get away from them. She’d change her appearance again. Shave her head even. One way or another, she’d escape and stay out of their reach.

      Mark moved his arm down to her shoulder and kept his body close and what she assumed was a gun between them.

      Heart pounding and mind racing, Lyra clenched the handle of her pack and walked with rigid steps around the corner of the building. The moment they moved into the deserted parking lot and stood beside the van, Lyra kicked her heel against Mark’s shin as hard as she could. She caught him by surprise and whirled away from his grip.

      She went stone cold and absolutely still when she saw Mark pointing a gun at her, his bruised face purple with anger.

      “I don’t care if you live or die,” he said, his voice trembling.

      Confusion flowed through Lyra and she blinked. Wasn’t he one of the stupid believers? He was one of the very few who knew about the Prophecy—at least that had been the case when she lived in the Temple. Why would he want to kill her now?

      “Mark,” came Adam’s concerned tone. “Just get her into the van.”

      “Adam, this Prophecy crap is crazy. You know it.” Lyra backed up against the van door, her eyes on the gun. “Tell Mark to let me go.”

      A black blur whirled in front of her as a man rammed his booted foot against Mark’s gun hand.

      The gun went flying, landed on the asphalt, and skittered across its surface.

      Relief shot through her. Dare.

      Fury rode Dare like a mustang fighting for his territory. Dare plowed his fist into Mark’s jaw. The man’s head snapped to the side. Dare swung his leg out and swept Mark’s legs out from beneath him so that the bastard fell hard onto the asphalt.

      Goddamnit. If Dare hadn’t been caught in a clog in traffic caused by an accident on his way here, he would have had Lyra before any of this happened.

      The other man, called Adam, jumped onto Dare’s back. In a quick movement, Dare flipped Adam over his shoulder. The man landed on his back with a grunt of pain.

      At the same time, Lyra had dropped her pack and bolted across the asphalt for Mark’s gun.

      Mark scrambled to his feet and dove for Lyra.

      She cried out as he caught her by the ankles and brought her down hard on her belly and chest. Her sunglasses went flying and she spit out her bubblegum.

      Lyra stretched her fingers just far enough that she grasped the butt of the handgun. Mark grabbed her by her waist, drawing her closer to him.

      She twisted in Mark’s grip, flipped over, and pointed the barrel at Mark’s head.

      “I really don’t give a crap what happens to you,” she said in a harsh voice. “It’s obvious this is self-defense, and I have a witness to prove it.” Her arms didn’t even tremble as she held the gun with both hands. “A local PI is going to have a lot more clout than a dirty sonofabitch like you.” She gave him a cold smile. “Not to mention I’m beneath you, so the angle of the shot will prove that I’m defending myself. Don’t think for a moment I won’t.”

      That’s my girl, Dare thought as he drew out his own gun and aimed it at Adam.

      Mark gave Lyra a furious, vicious look as blood dripped from one corner of his mouth. He smeared the blood across his cheek with the sleeve of his shirt. “The cowboy may have saved your ass again, bitch, but next time—we’ve got something special planned for you.”

      Lyra couldn’t help the cold encasing her heart at his words. By the look on his face as he pushed himself to his feet, she knew he meant every word. No, this wasn’t the end. This was just a delay.

      Dare appeared at Mark’s side, and before she knew it, he slammed his fist into Mark’s jaw.

      Mark staggered sideways and shook his head. More blood spilled from his mouth, and his teeth were coated in red as he regained his balance and growled. His braid was partially undone, and a chunk of loose hair crossed his face.

      “Out of here.” Adam grabbed Mark by the sleeve and gestured to the street. “Car.”

      From the corner of her eye, Lyra saw an old station wagon pulling into the parking lot.

      Mark didn’t take his gaze off Lyra as Adam guided him into the passenger seat of the van.

      Lyra ran to a nearby dumpster and flung Mark’s gun into it, so the people in the car wouldn’t see it. She saw Dare putting away his gun.

      The next thing she knew, Dare had her by the elbow, her pack in his free hand. He practically marched her to his black SUV and lifted her into the passenger seat before she had a chance to climb in by herself. He threw her backpack at her feet, then slammed the door.

      Sweat plastered her hair against the side of her face and she felt like her makeup was melting. Her breathing came hard and fast as she collapsed against the seat.

      Mark and Adam drove their van out of the lot, then her gaze landed on the couple exiting the station wagon. The man and woman gave her and Dare curious looks. Lyra glanced away.

      Dare slid into the driver’s seat of the SUV. His grim expression and the fire in his eyes told her he was pissed. Beyond pissed.

      She’d been so sure she could take care of herself, and here she was, relying on this stranger again.

      He didn’t start the vehicle. Instead, he gave her a long, hard look. His eyes darkened and his lips tightened into a thin line.

      Before she knew what was happening, Dare grabbed her by cupping the back of her head and pulled her roughly to him. The console pressed against her belly.

      Lyra gasped as he smashed his lips against hers and gave her a hard, fierce kiss. His tongue plunged into her mouth and he kissed her like he was conquering her, then owned her. She pressed her palms against his chest and tried to push away, but he clenched his hand in her hair and drew her tightly to him. She gripped his T-shirt in her fists.

      And then she began to give in. And to give back as good as he gave.

      She was drowning.

      He smelled so good. Tasted so good. Of battle, fire, and passion.

      Slowly the kiss became less angry and more sensuous.

      Suddenly he jerked away from the kiss and she wanted to draw him back to her. His eyes still had an angry spark to them, but it only made her want him more.

      “Don’t ever leave like that again,” he growled. “You need protection, and I'm damn well going to be the one to give it to you.”

      “If you kiss me like this every time I take off,” she said, trying to catch her breath, “I might just do it again. And again.”

      His features relaxed and he eased his hold on her hair. He cupped her face in both hands and gave her a soft kiss that sent more electric thrills to her belly. She’d never wanted someone so badly as she wanted Dare at that moment.

      The mere thought shocked her to her core.

      She’d never wanted any man until him. She’d considered it, but never trusted a man enough to let him get that close to her. Trusting a man enough to have sex with him—never.

      The wild sensations coursing through her body right now were telling her differently.

      She let her hands slide down from his hair to his chest, and his skin burned her fingers through the T-shirt. She snatched them away and clasped both of her hands in her lap. The look he gave her told her he more than wanted her, too.

      He glanced from her long enough to dig the keys out of his pocket, jam them into the ignition, and start the SUV. He gave her a long look that caused butterflies to zip through her belly before he turned his attention to driving out of the parking lot and into traffic.

      “They’re likely to look for a vehicle like this one at all the hotels,” he said. She thought his voice shook a little, and his knuckles were white as he clenched the steering wheel. She was surprised at the pleasure she felt when she realized it was because he wanted her. “We’ll ditch this one for something different.”

      Dare’s heart pounded, and he tried to take his mind off of what had just happened between them. He wanted her with such intensity it blew his mind. But after what she’d been through—she had to be ready. She’d have to want him as much as he wanted her.

      After driving up and down various streets to be sure they weren’t being followed, Dare headed to a car dealership off the main drag. He cut to the chase as soon as he walked into the showroom. He told the floor manager exactly what he wanted and how much he was going to pay.

      The manager didn’t argue or try to haggle when he saw how serious Dare was and that he didn’t have time to mess around. The transaction for the black, low-slung sports car with dark tinted windows was finished within an hour and a half. Part of the deal was that the dealership would keep Dare’s SUV in the back after detailing it.

      The powerful engine of the sports car roared as Dare shot through traffic, just barely keeping the vehicle ten miles over the speed limit. He continuously kept his eye out for anyone who might be following him, but his and Lyra’s luck held.

      They reached a fairly nice hotel with a restaurant and room service. Dare could use a good meal right about now. This hotel, a far cry from the casita they’d rented in Tombstone, was luxurious in comparison.

      Lyra had handed him the cash for the night’s stay when they were in the car. He didn’t argue with her take-charge attitude. The woman didn’t look like she was one to be messed with right now.

      After Dare checked in, he went out to the car and grabbed his bag and Lyra’s backpack out of the trunk. She walked beside him into the hotel without talking.

      When they reached the room, he slammed the door shut, tossed their bags on the floor, and they just looked at each other. They stood just inches apart, and Lyra’s heart pounded.

      He took the step that brought them together and he cupped her face in his hands. She caught her breath as he brought his mouth to hers.

      Since she’d left the cult, she hadn’t let anything progress with a man enough to let him touch her—until Dare.

      This time he brushed his lips back and forth over hers and she trembled. When the pressure increased, he remained gentle, almost tentative. His tongue entered her mouth and she tasted him. Such a masculine flavor. She followed him, letting him teach her how to kiss. How to really kiss. Those teenage fumbling attempts before the Temple of Light were nothing compared to having a man like Dare kiss her.

      The contact in the SUV had been so filled with fire and emotion from the fight with Mark and Adam. The kiss she and Dare had shared had been a release of all the intensity of what they’d experienced. His way of telling her he was in charge now, that he was going to take care of her.

      She had responded with matching primal need that had taken over all her senses.

      And now she wanted that fire, wanted whatever he could give her. Dare drew away and she licked the moisture from her lips as she looked up at him and he smiled down at her. So sexy, so sensual.

      He reached up to tuck her short hair behind her ear and his smile slipped away as he said, “We have some talking to do.”

      Lyra rubbed her hands up and down her upper arms, warding off a sudden chill that took away the warmth of his kiss. She moved out of his embrace and toward the window.

      “Uh, honey.” Dare walked up behind her, took her by the shoulders, and backed her away from the window. “Can’t take any chances. You could be seen.”

      He turned her to face him. “How did you end up in the Temple of Light?”

      She drew away from his grip. For a long moment she just looked at him. He waited with an expression that told her he wasn’t going anywhere and that she wasn’t, either, without them having this conversation.

      Finally, she said, “My dad died just before I turned fifteen.” The memories played over in her mind like they always did when she thought about her father’s death. “Mom was lost without him. She’d always been kind of spacey and not totally together. Mom was definitely not self-reliant. She was also easily swayed and into New Agey kinds of things.”

      Lyra turned her back on Dare and closed her eyes for a moment. She felt only the cool air of the hotel room against her skin and the soft hum of the air conditioner. “Mom’s father died when she was eleven. Stepping back and looking at it from the outside, from what I saw growing up, I think my dad replaced what she had lost and she clung to that need for a father figure.”

      When Lyra opened her eyes, she swallowed down the rising panic that always came from thinking of The People. “My mother and I met Neal before Daddy’s death, at some kind of program she dragged me to in Portland. Where we lived…before. I can’t remember the sermon clearly,” she continued, “but he talked about the ‘Light’ and how we could all work together in harmony and serve the Light. How we would be the blessed children and leave behind all that was evil in this world. Some bull like that.”

      Everything around her blurred as the memories came harsher and faster. “Not long after Daddy died, the next thing I knew Neal was taking my mom and me for a ride. I had no idea that it was an actual cult until we got there. Once they had us in the commune, there was no way out.”

      She felt the heat of Dare’s gaze on her back, but she didn’t want to look at him while she talked about it. “Armed guards along the inside and outside the fence,” she continued. “No one got in that Neal didn’t allow, and no one got out except for the men who were his leaders of the Light. Like Mark and Adam.”

      Her mind turned to the reason why she and her mother had ended up in the commune. “I think Mom was so dependent on others that she grabbed onto what Neal offered her. He was a strong figure, a male she wouldn’t be intimately involved with, and he represented what Mom thought she needed. At least that’s what I’ve come to believe as I’ve grown older.”

      Lyra flinched at the memory of the three years after they were taken into the cult. “Of course, Mom was totally brainwashed and lost touch with reality.” Lyra clenched her fists and gritted her teeth. “I hated it. I hated Neal. I hated my mother for taking me there. When I figured out there was no way to escape, I pretended to go along with his crap.”

      “How did you get out?” Dare’s voice came from behind her, low and soothing, and bringing her slowly back to the present.

      “I was desperate to get out of there before Neal—” She swallowed, nearly choking at the thought. “I got really lucky. Neal was off with one of his wives and I followed Jeffrey to where the cult kept their vehicles.

      “I’d overheard earlier that he was going into Portland for supplies.” She began pacing the room as she continued, rubbing her hands up and down her arms. “It was dark, and I’d grabbed a black tapestry out of the Prayer Room and wrapped it around myself, inside out. I snuck into the back of Jeffrey’s truck. I hid myself behind some crates and made sure every inch of me was covered.

      “When he parked, it was in a dark alley and there were some men on the driver’s side. They talked about making an exchange, money from the cult for drugs—LSD, crack, marijuana.” Tremors ran through her body at the memory. “When I realized I was in the middle of a drug deal, I was so scared I’d get caught. But I was on the opposite side of the truck bed, and while they made their deal, I dropped the tapestry and slipped out of the truck. As soon as I was far enough away, I ran. All I had was the twenty bucks I found on Neal’s dresser,” she said, “and the freaking robe he forced me to wear.”

      “The only thing I’ve always felt guilty about,” she said as she paced, “was leaving my mother behind, even though I hated her for what she put me through. But I knew she would be fine. I wouldn’t have been fine once Neal got his hands on me.”

      “What did you do next?” Dare’s tone was quiet, concerned.

      “I stole some clothes and hitchhiked to Tucson, which seemed far enough away without having to worry about cold and snow. I lived on the street, in homeless shelters, always moving, and working odd jobs.” The memories of those days were a mixture of pain from what she went through to survive and a feeling of freedom from having escaped the Temple. “I worked my way up from being homeless to making out all right. I was lucky, too, that after a while a nice woman helped me get into a women’s shelter so I didn’t have to live on the streets or stay in homeless shelters. I kept creating and selling my artwork and saved every penny I could to start a new life.”

      “You’re amazing.” Dare’s hands gripped her shoulders from behind, stopping her midstep. He began massaging her neck with deep, even pressure of his thumbs. “How old were you?”

      “Eighteen when I left The People,” she said, still tense beneath Dare’s skilled fingers. “Five years ago.”

      She pulled away from his massage as she turned to face him and tilted her head back to look into his eyes. “Your turn.”

      Dare slid his hands down to hold hers. “What do you want to know?”

      “First of all,” she said, keeping her voice dead serious. “How did you get a name like Dare?”

      The corner of his mouth quirked and she knew he hadn’t been expecting that question. “My first name’s Jake. Dad started calling me Dare when I was a kid. I was something of a show-off, especially in front of girls.” He rubbed his thumbs over her knuckles. “I never refused a dare. Like to have gotten myself killed a time or two.”

      A smile crept across Lyra’s face. “I can picture you pulling all kinds of stunts.”

      “Jumping barrels with my bike, fences with my horse, driving my car a hundred miles an hour, playing high school football like the devil was after me—stuff like that.” He shook his head. “Broke my leg once, my foot another time, and my right arm twice. Ended up with a lot of scars. It’s a wonder I’m still alive, all the crap I pulled.”

      Lyra withdrew from his grasp. She moved to the bed, perched on the edge of it, and braced her hands to either side of her hips. “There’s something I’m very curious about. How did you find me?”

      Dare sucked air through his teeth and paused a moment before replying. “The man who came to my office had a piece of your artwork. I happen to have a friend who has some similar work, so I checked with him to see where he bought it.”

      Lyra stared at him head-on. “Everyone knows me as Linda in Bisbee. So how did Suzette know to send you to me?”

      “A wild hare,” he said. “Didn’t think it would hurt to check to see if you were one and the same.”

      She raised her chin. “Bet you didn’t expect to get a face full of pepper spray.”

      He found it hard to hold back a smile. “Sure as hell didn’t.”

      Lyra closed her eyes and tilted her face to the ceiling. So much pain filled her beautiful face that Dare wanted to take her in his arms and caress away the hurt. To protect her from ever being hurt again.

      He moved to the chair beside the desk and sat, not five feet from her. He leaned forward and propped his forearms on his thighs as he spoke. “Tell me why they want you so bad.”

      “It’s stupid.” Lyra opened her eyes and stared toward the window. “And embarrassing.”

      “You can tell me.” He tried to relax, but the tension in his body wouldn’t let him. He knew this wasn’t going to be good.

      Lyra shook her head, her expression miserable. “I can’t,” she whispered.

      “I need to know, honey,” he said softly. “I can’t help you if I don’t know what you’re dealing with.”

      A deep, shuddering breath wracked her body, and she looked down at her hands. “When I lived with The People, Neal, the Temple’s Prophet, said Jericho—the First Prophet—visited him in a vision.” She turned her gaze to Dare. “Jericho told Neal that he would take a wife who would bear his son, the next Messiah. And Jericho told him that I was the one who would carry that child.”

      Her words slammed into Dare with the force of a two-by-four. “Shit.”

      “Isn’t that the truth.” She fisted her hands, her expression furious. “When I was eighteen he planned a joining ceremony where I would become his new First Wife. He has a whole bunch of wives, but I was supposedly the Chosen.” Tears glistened in her eyes, and she clenched her hands so tightly her knuckles were bone-white. “That’s when I ran away.” She sniffled. “In one way I was lucky, because the Prophecy said I had to be eighteen before Neal had sex with me. Most girls in the cult are married off to men when they’re fifteen—or else they’re pretty much raped.”

      Fury pumped through him and Dare barely resisted slamming his fist into a wall after hearing what the bastard had put Lyra through—was still putting her through. Not to mention all the other girls and women in the cult. He pushed from his chair by the desk, strode to Lyra, and settled on the bed beside her. He pulled her against his chest, drawing her tight within his embrace.

      Lyra wrapped her arms around his waist and clung to him for comfort. Comfort she’d never had and needed more than she ever realized.

      Hot, painful, humiliating memories flooded Lyra’s mind, memories that she wanted to shove out and never think of again. But she couldn’t quite force out the images that had haunted her for years.

      “There’s more, isn’t there?” Dare stated.

      She pressed her cheek against his shirt and nodded. “I don’t want to talk about it. The memories hurt too much.”

      “Honey, I need to know.” He brushed her hair and gripped her tight to him. “And I think it’s something you need to get off your chest.”

      Lyra couldn’t look at him and kept herself pressed up against him. He held her tight and continued to stroke her hair, and she almost felt like everything would be okay.

      The words slipped out before she could take them back. “He used to make me—he used to make me watch.”

      Dare went completely still. “Watch…what?”

      “He would bring in one of his wives and make,” she swallowed hard, “he’d make me watch him having sex with her.”

      Dare clenched his hand in her hair and his entire body went so rigid he felt like steel against her. “The fucking bastard made you watch,” he repeated, his voice so harsh it would have scared her if she wasn’t so sure his anger was directed at Neal and not her.

      Lyra held on to Dare tighter, afraid she might fall without the strength of his embrace. “He said it was to train me in how I should act when I was his new First Wife.” Tears fell easily now, and her cheeks were completely wet. “Sometimes he would flog them as punishment for one reason or another. Sometimes he would flog me,” she added in a whisper.

      She turned so that she was face-first against Dare’s chest. “I’ve never been able to get those memories out of my mind.”

      “Sonofabitch.” Dare gripped her so tight she almost felt as if she would break.

      Dare drew her onto his lap and holding her like he’d never let her go. For a long time, he held her as she cried.

      Hiccups wracked her body as her tears started to lessen. “I’m afraid, Dare. I’m so afraid.”

      Anger raged through Dare with the force of a wildfire burning an entire forest. What the sonofabitch had done to Lyra—Dare was beyond furious. So furious he didn’t know what to say at that moment.

      Tears had soaked through Dare’s shirt, warming his chest as she cried. “I’m so tired of running,” she continued. “I just want a normal life. I don’t even know what that is.” She tilted her tearstained face to look at him. “I won’t be caged again. I won’t be forced to have that man’s child.”

      Heat magnified throughout Dare’s entire body at the thought of what the cult leader had forced her to do when she was a teenager. No way was Dare letting the assholes get their hands on her. He wasn’t letting her out of his sight.

      Lyra continued to cry quietly against his chest. “I’m so tired. I don’t want to run anymore. I don’t want to run.”

      Dare gently stroked her hair, trying not to tremble with the force of his anger, letting her get it all out. “I won’t let the sonsofbitches get their hands on you. I promise.”

      She pushed away from Dare and wiped tears from her eyes with the sleeves of her shirt. “Damn it.” She gave another sniffle and pushed her hair out of her face. “I hate crying.”

      Dare took her chin in his hand and forced her to look at him. “You’ve been through a lot. Don’t get all over yourself for the way you’re feeling right now.”

      Lyra’s lips trembled like she was trying to smile. “Who’d have thought you’d be such a sweet man?”

      Dare grimaced. “Promise you won’t tell Nick.”

      Lyra laughed and brushed tears from her eyes with the backs of her hands. “He’s your partner, right?”

      “Yeah.” Dare frowned as his mind churned through their options. “I’ve got to find some place to hole up until we figure this thing out.”

      “I don’t want to be an inconvenience.” Her eyelashes felt wet against her cheeks when she blinked. “I just need to get away from here. Far away. I could go across the country. Boston maybe, or Daytona Beach. Anywhere that would put as much distance as possible between me and them. Someplace where I can lose myself.”

      Dare shook his head. “There’s got to be a way to get them off your back for good.”

      Lyra gave a long drawn-out sigh. “Fat chance. You’ve only gotten a taste of them. Neal Barker will never stop hunting me.” She wiped her eyes again. “I can’t even get a driver’s license. Or a credit card, because I know they can track me down that way. I can’t live a normal life. Whatever normal is.”

      Dare scooted up further onto the bed, drawing her with him, so that they were lying on the bedspread with their heads on the pillows, her back to his chest. He gripped her around her waist and held her as close as possible, trying to give her every bit of comfort he could.

      She sniffed and shivered a few times before she gradually began to relax against him. Eventually her breathing became deep and even, and he knew she had fallen asleep.

      Even as she slept, he had to fight back rage that continued to burn through him. He stared at the room’s window. He saw nothing but his bare hands around the neck of a man’s throat, wringing the life out of him.

      It was a long time before Dare could relax and let just thoughts of Lyra fill his mind. Everything about her stirred something in him. Her bravery, her rebelliousness, her determination, and her softness.

      A primal urge rose within him. He wanted to protect Lyra with everything he had. He wanted to replace bad memories with good. To give her something special. To treat her like the beautiful, extraordinary woman she was. She deserved so much better than what life had dealt her.

      One way or another he was going to make sure she never had to run again.
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      When Lyra woke, she startled. She was alone in the hotel room bed with a blanket draped over her. The sky outside the window had grown dark, but soft light lit the room.

      Tantalizing smells met her nose, and her stomach growled. Roast beef, perhaps, and potatoes?

      She rolled over and pushed herself up at the same time she saw Dare sitting in an armchair, studying her. He was reclined with his body stretched out, his booted feet crossed at his ankles, and his hands folded on his belly. He looked absolutely delicious.

      “Ready for dinner?” he asked with a gentle smile. Dried tears made Lyra’s face feel tight, and her eyes burned from crying. But for some reason the sight of Dare made everything else vanish and she was able to smile back at him. “Starving,” she said as she noticed the valet cart with silver domes, no doubt covering the source of those mouthwatering smells.

      Dare got to his feet and extended his hand to her. She let him draw her up so that she could swing her feet over the side of the bed and then stand.

      “First, I need to wash my face.” She released his hand and instantly missed the warmth, the sense of security, it had given her for just those few moments. She had a hard time breaking the link that seemed to connect them as her eyes locked with his. Finally, she managed to get herself to move. She walked away from him, into the bathroom, and closed the door behind her.

      When she saw her appearance in the mirror, she groaned. Her mascara and eye makeup were smudged and she felt like a melted wax mannequin. Seeing her newly dyed and shortened red hair was still a shock as she studied her reflection. With a shake of her head, she turned on the cold water and splashed it over her face. The water felt so good and bracing, and she felt a little more like her old self.

      After she’d used a washcloth to scrub off all the makeup and had used the toilet, she washed and dried her hands before opening the door and going into the bedroom. Dare had his shoulder hitched up against the doorway, his arms folded across his chest, as he watched her come out of the bathroom. Their gazes met and she took a deep breath.

      He looked so yummy she could have eaten him instead of the dinner. The mere thought made her warm inside, and her cheeks flushed with heat.

      She broke eye contact and turned to the room’s table, where he’d arranged the meal and dinnerware. “You didn’t have to wait for me,” she said as she moved toward the table and sat in one of the chairs.

      She’d been right—roast beef. Baby red potatoes with other vegetables were arranged beside the beef, and a bread roll perched on one side of the plate. Condiments sat in the middle of the table, along with two dessert plates of double chocolate fudge cake and glasses of iced tea.

      “How’d you know all of my favorites?” She smiled at him as he took the chair opposite hers.

      His sexy grin made her belly flutter as he settled in and picked up his knife and fork.

      During dinner they talked about baseball and basketball—turned out they both loved the sports. Dare was a huge Arizona Diamondbacks and Phoenix Suns fan, while Lyra was into the Los Angeles Dodgers and the Seattle Supersonics. She and her father had been rabid fans while she was growing up. For some reason talking about the sports with Dare felt good, and she only felt a little sadness over the loss of her past.

      With baseball they argued about the best pitcher in the league and who would take the World Series. With basketball, hands down Michael Jordan was the best player who’d ever lived and seemed like a heck of a nice guy.

      While they ate dessert, they discussed their favorite movies and movie stars. When Dare reminded her of scenes from an older movie, Analyze This, he had her giggling over the time the mob boss Paul Vitti said to Dr. Sobel, “Want I should clear your schedule for you?” And it struck her even funnier as she remembered the time Dr. Sobel said, “You don’t hear the word ‘no’ very often, do you?” The mob boss replied, “Yeah, I do, but it’s more like, ‘Please…noo…noo.’” She’d watched it at Becca’s on DVD not too long ago and hadn’t laughed so hard in ages.

      Dare’s favorite movies were action/adventure, and Lyra preferred futuristic and fantasy. They both enjoyed a good comedy.

      By the time they’d polished off the dessert, Lyra was feeling pretty good. Great conversation with a sexy man and double chocolate fudge cake—she was so there.

      After calling room service. Dare pushed the cart containing all the empty dishes next to the door in the hallway, then shut the door behind him.

      When he turned back to Lyra, she suddenly felt awkward and shy.

      “It’s getting late,” he said, not taking his eyes from hers.

      Lyra nodded but couldn’t talk because her throat had gone dry and she couldn’t think of a word to say. Her heart pounded and crazy sensations zipped around in her belly.

      By the look in his dark eyes. Dare felt the same tension that now filled the room. It was electrifying.

      When he walked toward her, she found herself moving, too, until she met him halfway.

      For a long moment she stared up at him. His penetrating gaze made her feel like he was inside her, a part of her.

      Dare brought his hands up to her face as he lowered his mouth closer to hers and she felt his warm breath on her lips. She wanted him to kiss her so badly that she couldn’t wait. Didn’t wait.

      She slipped her hands up and around his neck and brought him down at the same time she tipped her head up, closed her eyes, and pressed her lips against his. Dare groaned and opened his mouth, and she slipped her tongue inside. He tasted so good. Of chocolate cake, iced tea, and male. He smelled of sunshine and warmth, a warmth she wanted to wrap around herself and never let go.

      When he drew away, she opened her eyes and licked her moist lips, still tasting him on her mouth and tongue. A thrill rolled around in her belly as his erection pressed against her. Her nipples were so hard they ached, and she felt shivery and jittery.

      Dare lowered his head again and bit her lower lip. She cried out as he thrust his tongue into her mouth again. His stubble abraded her soft skin, making her feel even more raw inside and out.

      Lyra moaned and he answered her by sucking her tongue into his mouth. He moved one of his hands into her hair and clenched a lock of it so hard that the pain of it turned into a sweet kind of pleasure.

      While his mouth literally ravaged her, his free hand slid up her thigh, beneath her tank top, and to her breasts. He pinched one of her nipples and she groaned from the desire that grew in intensity from his touch.

      “Take off your shoes,” Dare murmured against her mouth before he trailed his lips to her jawline.

      Lyra didn’t hesitate. She toed off each shoe, kicking them across the room.

      Dare continued taking a lazy path with his lips down her neck to her cloth-covered nipple. Lyra held on to him as he nipped at her breast through her tank top and she found herself wanting him to hurry. Wanted so much more than just kissing and touching.

      For the first time she wished she was wearing some kind of sexy underwear. Lace, satin, silk. Anything but the simple white cotton hip-huggers she wore and the plain white bra.

      She moved her hand to his belt buckle, and her fingers brushed his erection through the denim.

      Dare’s cock jerked against her touch. He sucked in his breath and caught her hand in his large grasp. “Not tonight.”

      Lyra looked at him, her eyes wide with surprise. “What do you mean?”

      He released her hand and traced his fingers along her jawline to her ear, a sensual movement that made her shiver. “You’ve just had a hell of a day. You need rest.”

      “But—”

      He silenced her with a hard kiss. When he pulled away, he said, “When I make love to you, I want you to be sure that’s exactly what you want. After the last couple of days you’ve had, you need time to be sure.”

      Warmth crept through Lyra, a different kind of warmth that spread through her chest. The kind of warmth that came from being able to trust someone. Someone who might actually care for her needs over his own. “Are you sure?” she whispered.

      “No.” He groaned and pushed himself up from beside her. “I’d better get my ass away from you and take a cold shower. My self-control is running on empty.”

      Lyra watched him as he stepped back. He was so sexy, so powerful looking. He studied her and shook his head. “You get some sleep.”

      “You can sleep on the bed tonight,” she said with a little smile. “I won’t make you sleep on the floor.”

      Dare winked and turned away. She watched him stride to the bathroom door. He paused in the open doorway and looked back at her. “Go on now. Get some sleep, beautiful.”

      Lyra continued to stare at the door long after he closed it. She’d wanted him so bad, and she knew he’d wanted her. But he’d had the strength to step back when she would have charged forward.

      He was right. She wasn’t thinking clearly now, and her life had been turned upside down and inside out.

      Lyra realized in truth that she was incredibly tired. She barely had the energy to go to her backpack and jerk out a T-shirt. After she tugged it on, she climbed beneath the covers. The sheets felt cool against her skin. She tucked a pillow under her head and was so relaxed and so tired that in moments she faded off to sleep.
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      Neal clenched one fist at his side as he spoke this time with Mark on his cell phone and was told the news of Lyra’s second escape. Neal’s bare feet sank into the plush carpeting while he paced the length of his large room.

      He called on Jericho and the Light to give him patience.

      “We almost missed her at the bus stop because she cut her hair, dyed it red, and piled on the makeup,” Mark was saying with an angry edge to his voice. “She dropped a few things out of her backpack and that’s how we spotted her.”

      Neal fought for calm as he held the cell phone between his shoulder and ear and went to his altar and lit a joint. “Lyra changed her appearance?” he said slowly.

      “She doesn’t look anything like she did before,” Mark said.

      “Bitch,” Neal growled. “I’ll teach her a lesson once you get her to Oregon.”

      “The cowboy got in the way again, at the bus stop.” Mark’s voice sounded even more furious.

      Neal frowned at the hostility in Mark’s tone. It wasn’t like him to react this way, especially when it came to discussing Neal’s future First Wife.

      “You seem to be forgetting your place,” Neal said. “You fucked up and lost Lyra. You should be on your knees right now.”

      Mark quieted on the other end of the line. “I apologize, Prophet.”

      Neal pressed the phone harder against his ear while bringing the joint to his mouth with his free hand. His fingers trembled with the force of his anger. He sucked in a long drag before releasing the smoke. “Are you sure Lyra and the PI aren’t at any of the local hotels?” A slow burn rose in his chest that wasn’t caused by the weed. “Absolutely?”

      “It’s big, but not that large of a town,” Mark said, his tone lower and more respectful. “I had all of our available men check every hotel and ask to see if a woman matching her description had checked in. No luck. We searched the hotel parking lots for his SUV. We’ve got the plate number, too. She has to be hiding someplace else.”

      Neal let a long silence hang in the air to let Mark know how pissed he was. He took another drag on the joint. “If you don’t find her,” he said in a slow, measured tone as he released the smoke through his nose and mouth. “You have my promise you’ll regret it.”

      He was certain he heard Mark swallow at the other end of the line. “I know I’ve disappointed you, the High Prophet Jericho, and the Light.” Mark’s tone changed so that there was a slight tremor in his voice. “We’ll get the mother of the new Messiah.”

      Now that Neal was easing into a meditative state with the pot, a thought occurred to him, no doubt the Light telling him what would aid them in getting to Lyra. “Find out who her friends and acquaintances are. Learn what you can and a way to reach her. Get through to her. When you’ve done that, call me and I’ll give you more instructions.”

      A sound of relief came across with Mark’s words. “We’ll do it right away. In the name of Jericho and the Light.”

      “Succeed and you’ll be my second in command, Mark.” Neal had said the same to Adam, but neither man knew that he’d made promises to both—promises he didn’t intend to keep.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Mark said, this time with a smack of satisfaction to his voice.

      When Neal snapped the cell phone shut he ground his teeth again but forced himself to calm down and his muscles to relax. The marijuana was already helping with that. He snuffed the joint in the bowl he used for an ashtray and slipped the phone into a pocket of his robe before striding out of his room, down a long hall, to the room that contained the best computer and surveillance technology available.

      It wouldn’t do for The People, other than his most trusted sheep—the incompetent idiots—to know there was this kind of sophisticated equipment within the compound. Part of belonging to the Temple of the Light was abandoning all material possessions, including any technology. The followers also had no clue about the surveillance cameras monitoring his compound, not to mention his outside activities that helped make him a very rich man.

      Jericho and the Light, of course, expected Neal to use this technology to protect The People as well as the wealth he continued to amass. He even owned his own private jet, along with a luxurious beach house on Cape Cod that he visited every now and then.

      Using his hands, Neal drew back his long hair so that it hung straight down his back as he strode into the room that housed the computers and other instruments they needed. “Have you searched every available source to find new traces of Lyra?” he snapped at Larry, the technological guru who’d been monitoring security of The People for several years.

      “She’s still a ghost.” Larry’s double chin and his paunch gave away the fact that he ate more than his share of provisions. While the rest of The People were fed by carefully rationing food, Larry ate whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted. Neal had decided it was a small price to pay for a man who was a genius when it came to this tech crap beyond Neal’s knowledge.

      “Idiot.” Neal ground his teeth as he met Larry’s small gray eyes. “You should have found her years ago.”

      Larry’s throat worked as he swallowed. “She’s been careful. Over the past five years I’ve continued to check the records of every motor vehicle department in every state, and she’s never gotten a driver’s license. She’s never applied for any kind of credit—at least not under her real name. She has a Social Security number, but I’ve never been able to locate her using it.”

      Neal growled, fighting the urge to slam his fist into the side of Larry’s head. But he couldn’t. He needed the fat bastard too badly.

      “Father.” Jason’s voice broke through Neal’s thoughts and he relaxed as he turned toward his eldest son. He was a man of twenty-five, and Neal was grooming him to be the Messiah’s first when it was his time, once Neal passed on to the Light.

      “Jason.” He went to his son, smiled, and wrapped one arm around his shoulders. Pleasure always stirred in Neal’s heart when he was around the young man who reminded him so much of himself. “Good news?”

      Jason gave one quick nod as Neal stepped away. “The Colombians have agreed to the exchange. Marijuana and cocaine for the shipment of AK-47s.”

      “Good.” Neal smiled, showing his pleasure. His son was a man worthy of his future position within the Temple of Light. “We’ll have Gretchen make us a gourmet meal to celebrate,” Neal added.

      Jason grinned, and Neal’s heart warmed even more. Jason had always been special, from the moment his mother birthed him. Despite the bitch’s crying and begging, Neal had taken the boy away at once to raise him in the Temple. A nanny had breast-fed and taken care of the boy. Neal had spent as much of his free time as possible with his son to groom him for his special place among The People.

      After Neal passed on, Jason thought he was to be the next Prophet. Long before Neal left to join the Light, Jason would see the necessity of letting the Messiah take the lead.

      Neal and Jason had a tight bond and nothing could break it.

      The only child who would outshine Jason was the new Messiah. The child who would bring forth the coming of a new age. A time when the word of the Light would be known everywhere and when the Light would be worshipped by all.
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      Lyra’s fifteenth birthday had come and gone.

      Now she knelt beside her mother, next to their dirty white tent, as they both shucked ears of corn in their commune at the base of Mount Hood. Wind tore at Lyra’s coarse cotton robe and dust kicked up in her face. The tent flap snapped in the air and cornhusks tumbled over one another. She gathered them into a pile before picking up another ear of corn.

      Smells of roasting corn and beef stew made her stomach growl, but she ignored it. She wanted to ignore everything. The backs of her eyes stung from tears she wanted to cry, but she refused to.

      How she hated this place and her mother for bringing her here.

      “Lyra.”

      The sound of the Prophet’s voice made her jerk her head to look up at him.

      Instead of spitting at him like she’d prefer to do, she kept her voice calm. “Yes, Prophet?”

      He held out his hand and gave her a smile that turned her stomach. He always turned her stomach, no matter what he did or said. “It’s time we begin to teach you, to train you to fulfill your destiny.”

      My destiny?

      Shock vibrated under Lyra’s skin and she glanced at her mother. With no sign of emotion on her face, Sara looked at Neal Barker, the so-called Prophet.

      What was Neal talking about? Why didn’t her mother react? What was going on?

      Knowing she had no other choice, Lyra bit down on her tongue to keep from telling Neal exactly where he could put his hand. Instead, she reached up and let him draw her to her feet and looked into his blue eyes. He was much taller than she was. His palm was smooth beneath hers because he didn’t do manual labor like the rest of The People.

      Lyra did her best not to flinch at Neal’s touch, and she lowered her gaze and her head like all of The People were supposed to do around him.

      He took her by the shoulders and guided her toward the Temple.

      Her heart beat even faster when he called to one of his wives, Selma. The black-haired, slender woman joined them and walked side by side with Lyra, both of them now behind Neal with their heads lowered.

      When they reached the Temple, they entered the foyer, right in front of the Prayer Room, the only room she’d ever been to in the Temple. Instead of entering the room through the set of doors directly in front of them, Neal went to the right, down a long hallway, and through a large door.

      Selma closed the door behind them while Lyra just stared around the room, her eyes wide. She didn’t think she’d seen any place so luxurious in her life. The burgundy carpet was so deep and plush her dusty feet sank into it. A massive bed took up the center of the room. Mirrors and oil paintings graced the walls. An altar and bureaus stood against walls, and even a crystal chandelier dangled above the bed, and a fountain gurgled in one corner.

      “Lyra.” Neal’s commanding voice jerked her attention to him. “Sit on the bed.”

      Her heart jackhammered so hard her chest hurt. She could barely get her feet to move as she obeyed. Once she was seated on the thick, velvet comforter, she clenched her hands in her lap.

      “On your knees, Selma.” Neal motioned to a spot in front of him, and the woman quickly did as he asked and kept her gaze lowered. He turned to Lyra. “One day you’ll be my First Wife and duties will be required of you in the name of the Light.”

      A buzzing started in Lyra’s ears and she began to tremble.

      “Remove your robe, Selma,” he said, and the woman followed his direction without hesitation.

      Lyra turned away from the sight of the naked woman’s body, but Neal’s harsh order forced her to look at the pair. “You will watch, Lyra. You will not turn away from me again. Do you understand?”

      She gave short, jerky nods. Oh, God, what was he going to do?

      Lyra moved her hands to her sides and gripped the bed’s comforter. Dizziness swept over her as she watched the scene in horror. The buzzing in her ears was so loud she didn’t really hear Neal’s instructions to Selma. The naked woman was on her knees, her upper body stretched out so that her face was against the carpet and her hands were straight above her head.

      Neal knelt behind Selma. He took his dick in his hand, positioned himself, and thrust into the woman. He began pumping in and out of her. Selma didn’t make a sound as Neal used her.

      The desire to puke rose up in Lyra and she had to clench the comforter tighter to keep from clapping her hand over her mouth.

      Because Neal was watching her. The entire time he kept his gaze on Lyra until he finally jerked and his jaw tightened. For a moment he held still, then he slid his limp dick out of Selma’s body and got to his feet.

      “Leave us, Selma,” he said, still watching Lyra.

      After the woman had scrambled to her feet, dressed, hurried out the door, and quietly closed it behind her, Neal approached Lyra. He was still naked and his dick was hardening again. When he reached her he leaned down and grasped her fist.

      “Place your hand on me,” he commanded.

      Lyra and her hand didn’t want to obey. Her body trembled harder and she struggled to open her fist. Neal gave a noise that sounded like an angry growl, and she forced herself to grasp his erection. The moment she felt his sticky penis, she lost it.

      She leaned over and puked all over his burgundy carpet.

      

      Lyra jerked awake with a small cry and a tremor in her body. It took her only a moment to orient herself, especially when Dare squeezed her tighter to him.

      “You all right?” Dare stroked her hair behind her ear. His touch and the way he was pressed against her back almost comforted her. Almost.

      “Fine.” Her voice sounded rusty and like she’d been crying. Lyra pulled herself out of Dare’s embrace and scrambled out of bed.

      Dare had worn only his jeans, and when he sat up in bed her gaze was drawn to his torso as his muscles flexed with his movements. His hair was rumpled and the shadow of his stubble was dark. “Don’t bullshit me.”

      A flash of irritation caused Lyra to narrow her eyes. “I said I’m fine.” She spun and snatched her pack up from the chair she’d left it on and marched into the bathroom, shut the door, and locked it.

      After the water was at the right temperature and she’d stripped off her T-shirt, Lyra stepped into the shower. She tipped her head back, letting warm water wash over her face and her body. Some of the remnants of her dream and the exhaustion from the past two days slid away with the water, circling around her feet and down the drain.

      But the dream came back to her, haunting her.

      Neal had backhanded her so hard after she’d thrown up that she’d nearly blacked out. He had jerked her to her feet by her hair and had forced her into the bathroom, where he had her wet a couple of towels. He dragged her back by her hair to the spot where she’d thrown up and then made her clean up the mess. The whole time he shouted at her, telling her he would beat the crap out of her and that he would drug her if she did that again.

      At that moment she hadn’t cared. She’d rather be cleaning up her vomit than touching him.

      But he wasn’t through with her.

      After she finished cleaning, Neal had led her into a small room inside the large Temple, in the opposite direction from his room. A blue glow lit the room, making Neal’s features sharp, and he had looked like she thought the devil would. There had been monitors and computers—things that weren’t allowed in the commune—and no people were around.

      As calm as if the scene before hadn’t happened, Neal had pulled her onto his lap, held her by her waist, and explained her “destiny.” How she was to join with him when she was eighteen and become his new First Wife. How he would impregnate her so that she would carry the “new Messiah.” How that child would grow to adulthood and lead his disciples and The People to spread his message around the world.

      Neal’s penis had grown hard beneath her buttocks, and he had slid his hands from her waist until they parted her robe and his palms rested on her still-developing breasts.

      Terror had risen within her with every word he spoke, and she couldn’t stop shaking. The walls of the small room seemed to close in on her. The acrid smell of plastic and new carpeting, mixed with Neal’s odor of marijuana, had caused bile to rise up in her throat. It had been all she could do to force it down and not throw up again.

      She couldn’t show any more of the intense fear pounding in her body or she knew he would drug her. He had said he wouldn’t “join” with her until she was eighteen because that’s what the “Prophecy” had told him. She was “the Chosen.”

      Lyra closed her eyes and let the hot shower water beat on her face. If only she could get those memories out of her mind.

      Oh, he hadn’t forced her to have intercourse with him, but he did demand that she take off her clothes and give him fellatio. He had thrust into her mouth so hard she had gagged each time. When he came, he made her swallow his semen and she almost threw that up all over him. But the memory of that powerful backhand, the threats of beatings and drugs, had made her keep it all inside until after he left her room. Most of the time she would run into the adjoining bathroom and retch into the toilet.

      And she had cried. And cried.

      Lyra shook her head beneath the shower’s spray, bringing herself back to the present again. No, no, no. I won’t go back to him. I won’t.

      Tears flooded her eyes to be washed away by the warm water. The urge to heave became stronger and stronger and she shuddered with the need. Somehow, she forced it back. She opened her eyes and moved so that her face was no longer under the spray. As if to burn away all the memories of what he’d done to her, she turned the shower knob until the water was hotter and then hotter yet.

      She tried to concentrate on other things, like washing her hair. She worked out some of the temporary dye, but she knew it would be a good two weeks before it was all out. She’d just have to be a redhead for a while.

      Her thoughts kept returning to the nightmare, and her stomach felt like a sandstorm was there, stinging and harsh inside her.

      Lyra closed her eyes for a moment before opening them. She took a deep breath and finally pushed all thoughts from her mind. She concentrated on soaping her body, the clean scent invigorating her senses but burning her skinned palms. Her ass still ached from when she’d fallen, but the pain was really no big deal.

      When she finished her shower and toweled off, she slipped into a clean T-shirt and a pair of jeans she drew out of her backpack. She brushed her teeth, then scrubbed her face with a wet washcloth. Her hair hung wet and limp around her face, so she used the hotel blow dryer and her brush to dry it into a smooth bob. Now she just looked like herself again, except with short red hair instead of longish blond. She sighed. So much for her disguise.

      That thought only led her back to the dream, and her stomach churned again.

      After she stuffed all her belongings into her pack, she took a deep breath and let herself out of the bathroom. She was done with nightmares and thinking of the past. She was prepared to face the day.

      Dare reclined on the bed, still only in his jeans, his hands clasped behind his head. From the sound of it he was apparently watching a news program, but he turned his attention to her when she walked out of the bathroom. She tossed her pack on the floor beside the door as she looked at him.

      “Morning, beautiful.” He rose and swung his legs over the side of the bed. She met him halfway across the room and he took her by her upper arms and brushed his lips over hers.

      “I’m sorry for being so cranky,” Lyra whispered. “It was just a bad dream.”

      He drew back and looked down at her. “Hey. No apologies necessary.”

      “Thank you.” She managed a little smile. Dang, but she liked this man. More than liked him. “Time to take your own shower, cowboy.”

      He rubbed his knuckles across her cheek. “Good try.”

      His hand against her skin felt so good. “What do you mean?” she asked in a husky voice.

      “You’ll take off again as soon as I turn my back,” he said as he stroked her.

      “I’ll stay.” She raised her crossed fingers. “I promise.”

      He shook his head.

      Her lips turned up in a broader smile, and she held out her little finger. “Pinkie swear?”

      This time he raised an eyebrow.

      “Raise your hand like mine,” she said. He gave her an odd look but obeyed. She crooked her finger around his and squeezed. “I pinkie swear to you that I won’t leave. ’K?”

      “Uh-huh,” he said as he released his finger from hers.

      “Really.” Lyra placed her hands on her hips. “Kara and I always used to do that and we never broke our promises to one another.” Sadness rolled through her and her shoulders slumped. “She was my best friend…before.”

      Dare took her head in his hands and pressed a kiss to her head. “Be right back.” He released her, grabbed his duffel, went into the bathroom, and shut the door behind him.

      Leaving her completely alone. Alone to do whatever she wanted.

      Lyra forced herself to look away from the door of their hotel room. She’d told him she would stay. Other people had made so many promises to her and had broken them. She tried to always keep hers. When she left him yesterday morning, she hadn’t made any kind of promise. This time she had.

      Dare was in the bathroom, door closed, trusting her. He trusted her.

      She wondered about how strong and determined he was to keep The People away from her…and how that made her feel safe.

      While she heard the shower run, she sat on the edge of the bed and watched the news. She half-expected to see a picture of herself as a missing person with Neal claiming she was mentally unstable and kidnapped or something. She wouldn’t put it past him.

      Lyra grabbed her cell phone and hit auto-dial for each of her friends. Becca’s store answering machine picked up, so Lyra left a message for her. When she called Nicole’s bed-and-breakfast, she was told that Nicole was still on her honeymoon, but Lyra went ahead and left a message and tried to make it sound non-urgent. There was no answer at Suzette’s shop or her home. Mrs. Yosko didn’t pick up the phone, and Lyra didn’t bother to leave a message, since the elderly woman never listened to her voice mail anyway.

      A tight knot formed in Lyra’s belly. She felt so helpless and didn’t like the feeling at all.

      When Dare came out of the shower he was fully dressed, his hair combed, and she caught the wonderful scent of his spicy aftershave. He studied her for a moment before he said, “Hungry?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      After they finished the large brunch of omelets, hash browns, yogurt, and fruit they’d ordered from room service, an insistent chirruping sound came from the small holster on the side of Dare’s belt. “Hold on,” he said as he reached for his cell.

      He forced his eyes away from Lyra’s to his cell and checked the caller ID. It was his partner. Dare answered with, “What’s going on, Donovan.”

      “Those Temple bastards have been asking for you,” Nick said, a hard edge to his voice. “Got word from Manny.”

      “I figured.” Dare glanced at Lyra and she gave him a questioning and concerned look before he tore his gaze from hers. “I’ve got to get the client someplace safe. Temporary, but safe.”

      “Use my place.” Nick had built his home within the Mule Mountains surrounding Bisbee and kept it so private only God and Dare could find him. “I’ll be here until I leave for your surveillance case for Letty Johnson,” Nick said, “and then I’ve got a run to make. Get your asses on the road.”

      “We’re out of here.”

      “By the way, Manny said you’d better not have bottomed out his El Dorado,” Nick added with amusement in his tone.

      “Uh-huh.” Dare snapped the cell shut and shoved it into its holster. His gaze met Lyra’s again. “Get your things.”

      Her heart started that now-familiar thrumming as she grabbed her shoes that lay at the foot of the bed. From her pack she pulled out a clean pair of socks, shoved her feet into them, then into her running shoes.

      Running. I’m so tired of running.

      When she had her worldly possessions with her, she slipped her pack over one shoulder, blood rushing in her ears. Even though she didn’t think they were in immediate danger, she had a jittery sensation inside her that made her feel like she’d had too much caffeine.

      Dare caught her by the shoulders and steadied her. “It’s okay. Everything will be fine.”

      She bit her lower lip before saying, “Nothing will be fine. Neal and the others are nuts and they won’t stop till they find me. I’m endangering you just by the fact that you’re helping me.”

      He cupped her cheeks and brushed his lips over hers. “Trust me,” he murmured.

      There was that word again.

      Still, Lyra sighed against his mouth. She wanted to melt and sink into him, believing that everything would be okay. But in her heart she knew that wasn’t the case. As long as she was alive, Neal wouldn’t stop hunting her down.

      They checked out of the hotel and climbed into the black sports car. She glanced around the parking lot, then the road, as they drove onto the main street. No sign of The People.

      She turned back to Dare, and he said, “There’s no way they’ll find you at Donovan’s.” Then he tossed her a grin. “Of course, I’ll have to blindfold you so you can’t tell anyone where he lives.”

      Lyra smiled at his teasing, but then her mind began to race. Her words spilled out as fast as her thoughts surged through her mind. “I’ve still got to find out if Mrs. Y’s okay. I need to see if Becca or Suzette can care for Mrs. Yosko—”

      Dare squeezed her leg with one of his big hands and she shut up and looked at him. “Everything will work out,” he said before he put his hand back on the wheel. “Just relax.”

      Relax? How could she begin to relax?

      “You said you hitchhiked away from the cult, and you did it yesterday.” Dare took his gaze off the road for a moment. “Hitchhiking is dangerous, especially for a woman.”

      Changing the subject, was he? Lyra rolled her shoulders. Okay, she’d try to relax for now.

      “It was like life or death to me,” she said after a moment. “I couldn’t let Neal do what he planned, couldn’t let him touch me.” She shuddered. “Any more than he already had. I picked and chose who I rode with. Only women who appeared to be on the soft side—no one who looked like she’d been on the street awhile. Also, elderly women or elderly couples, and mothers of small children. I was amazed at how many people helped me. Once I hit Tucson I decided to stay awhile, until I got on my feet.”

      “You were smart. But it was still dangerous.”

      “I did what I had to do.”

      Dare was silent for a moment as if churning it all over in his mind. “I saw some of your artwork at your house. You’ve got talent.”

      Heat touched her cheeks. For some reason a compliment coming from him meant more than all she’d heard from her customers via Suzette. “When I was a kid my mom was into everything artsy. I thought it was so cool how beautiful works of art could be created from strips of old tin cans, metal lunch boxes, aluminum, and other things.” She smiled. “I loved making aluminum insects out of soda pop cans and designing other creatures made of tin.”

      Dare couldn’t help but smile, too, from the warmth the conversation brought to her tone. “What else have you created?”

      “Bowls, mugs, ornaments, geckos and other animals. Also boxes, briefcases, trunks, and so on.” She paused before continuing, “But what I really like making are free-form pieces.”

      Dare nodded, urging her to continue.

      “When I was a teenager, my favorite things to make were roses. I was really good at them.” Her eyes took on a faraway look that he saw when he glanced at her again. “I haven’t made a rose since my father died. They were his favorites, too. I had a whole colorful bouquet that I’d made for him.” Her voice quieted when she continued, “Of course, once Neal took us in with The People, everything was left behind or sold. He took all the money we had ‘in the name of Jericho and the Light.’” Sarcasm laced the last words.

      Dare reached over to squeeze one of her hands, which was braced on her thigh. Her skin felt cool to his touch and he rubbed his thumb on her knuckles, wanting to give her what warmth he could. He drew away and put two hands back on the steering wheel.

      “Like I told you, my artwork was how I made some of the money that helped me get on my feet,” she said. “I’d dig tin and aluminum cans and things out of garbage dumpsters, then make whatever I could. There was a nice old lady at the weekly bazaar in Tucson who would let me sell my things with her paintings and didn’t charge me commission. I was able to buy clothes and food, and gradually began to save everything I could.”

      Dare’s blood boiled as he thought of Lyra being forced to live on the street when she’d escaped the cult.

      “Eventually I made enough that I was able to afford to take a bus out of there. Big towns were too obvious, so I chose a little tourist town I’d heard about where I could sell my art, Bisbee. I rented a room at Mrs. Y’s,” she continued. “Suzette, who designs pottery, lets me sell things in her shop on consignment. Mrs. Yosko recommended her.”

      Lyra’s skin tingled when she looked at him, taking in his well-cut, tanned features, but she wondered why his jaw had just tightened and why he’d narrowed his gaze as she told him her story.

      “Tell me about your childhood,” he said after a long moment of silence.

      She leaned back against the seat and stared straight ahead, yet didn’t see anything but what was in her mind. “Memories of my childhood through my teens are jumbled up. I think because of what I went through in the cult.” The lock of her hair across her cheek suddenly irritated her and she shoved it behind her ear. “I remember things like doing all kinds of different artwork with my mom from the time I was a little girl until…well, until. My dad took me to the county fair each year and to lots of spring-training baseball games.”

      Just the memory of him calling her by his nickname for her, Angel, made tears prick the backs of her eyes. “Mom and Daddy took me to Multnomah Falls on Larch Mountain. The waterfall is over six hundred feet high and is absolutely breathtaking.” She held back a sniffle. “That was the last thing we did as a family before Daddy died.”

      Lyra scrubbed her palms on her jeans, then winced from the pain. “Daddy was pretty cool,” she said. “Mom wasn’t so bad, but when she took me into the Temple of Light—I’ve never been able to forgive her.”

      She inhaled, then sighed. “When I became a teenager, I got rebellious and snarky. I stopped doing things with my parents, and just wanted to spend time with my friends.” A spunky spiral-curled blond-haired girl popped into her thoughts. Lyra hadn’t thought of Kara until she “pinkie swore” with Dare.

      Her heart twisted. “We left everyone without saying a word. Mom just went along with Neal and took us to the Temple of Light and left the real world behind. My aunts, uncles, cousins, and friends probably don’t even know what happened to us.”

      Lyra glanced at Dare. He kept his eyes on the road. She still felt bad about the scratches on his face, but she enjoyed watching him. She liked the way his coffee-colored eyes would lighten when he smiled and darken when something pissed him off. The way his brown hair curled slightly over the neck of his denim shirt. It was so sexy seeing him with his shirtsleeves rolled up and the golden hairs on his arm against his tanned skin. And his hands. Such long, strong fingers gripping the steering wheel. What he could probably do with those hands…

      She cleared her throat. “What about you? I’ve told you a lot about my life, but you haven’t shared much of yours.”

      Dare gave her a casual look, then focused on his driving again. “Pretty uneventful growing up on a ranch.”

      Lyra shook her head. “Sure. If you don’t count the times you nearly killed yourself with all those stunts.”

      He grinned. “There is that.”

      She picked at a loose thread on her T-shirt, then forced herself to stop. “Tell me more.”

      His hands flexed on the steering wheel. “Like I said, I grew up on a ranch with Mom, Dad, and my brother and sisters, Josh, Kate, and Melissa. I’m the oldest and Dad wanted me to take over the ranch when I was older.

      “I always wanted to be a cop, though. So, I went to college for a couple of years and majored in criminal justice. I entered the police academy when I was twenty-one, then was on the force in Tucson for a few years.” The thought of Dare being a cop brought back memories of her police officer father and she bit the inside of her lower lip. “Why did you leave?”

      Dare was silent for a moment. “My partner was killed in the line of duty.” His jaw tightened. “I let him down.”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. And she was. She hurt for Dare’s partner. She hurt for her father. She hurt for Dare. “What did you do next?” she asked to get away from that part of the conversation.

      “Decided to run my parents’ ranch when they retired,” Dare said. “Josh and my sisters had all gone their own ways. I started my own private investigation firm not long after because I couldn’t get away from the need to help people. My foreman works the ranch and I run my business from Bisbee. My partner works mostly out of his home.”

      “What about your future now?” She cocked her head. “You run a ranch and you’re a PI. What else do you do? What do you want?”

      He gripped the top of the steering wheel with one hand as he drove, while the other rested at the bottom. “Outside of camping and fishing with my brother and father, visiting my sisters and my nephews and nieces, and dating here and there, my social life isn’t exactly what I’d call jumping.

      “But I’m pretty sure about one thing.” Dare glanced at Lyra. “I’d like to settle down and have a couple of kids. Just waiting for the right woman.”

      Her cheeks burned at the way he looked at her before he turned his attention back to the road. She cleared her throat. “I don’t believe in the right man or woman.”

      Dare sighed and her thoughts turned to what was happening in the here and now. “You really don’t think The People can find us at your friend’s place?”

      He shook his head. “Nick’s private as hell and doesn’t have any close relatives, other than his kid sister, Kristen, who lives in Boston and is studying at Harvard. I’m pretty much the only other one who knows how to get to his place.” His lips twisted into a smile. “He doesn’t even take his women there.”

      Lyra cocked her eyebrow at that. “His women, huh?”

      “Nick’s not one for a serious relationship. Likes to keep to himself.” Dare glanced at her. “He used to be a Navy SEAL but doesn’t talk much about it. Hell, he doesn’t talk about it at all. I think the war—stuff he saw—might have sewed him up tight inside.”

      “Have you had any serious relationships?” Lyra asked before she could stop herself.

      “A couple. Still friends with Catie, but Elena headed off to Mexico with a guy she’d been screwing. Haven’t seen her since.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lyra said quietly. “I think.”

      He raised his brows and cast a look her way.

      She gave him a small smile. “If she was sleeping around on you, then she didn’t deserve you to begin with.”

      Dare cracked a grin. “I like your way of thinking.” Comfortable silence hung between them for a while. Lyra took a deep breath, stared out the window, and saw that they were climbing back into high desert, the mountains on the opposite side of Bisbee. Lots of oak, mesquite, manzanita, and cedar trees made up the scraggly forest on one side of the highway, and on the mountain on the other side. She didn’t do a lot of traveling, preferring to stay where she felt safe. It was greener along the roadside, and unlike the lower desert, where they’d just come from, one couldn’t see too far. “He lives around here?”

      “Yep.” He glanced in the rearview mirror. “Good. No one behind us.”

      The next thing she knew. Dare was aiming the sports car toward a stand of trees and a steep drop-off from the highway. Lyra gasped and gripped the door handle so tight her knuckles ached, and her injured palm burned like fire.

      They were going to plunge off the mountainside.

      In a quick maneuver. Dare whipped the car around the stand of trees and onto a road that had been nonexistent from the highway. It didn’t even look like a road. Barely two ruts that caused the car to pitch and rumble as he drove. It was a wonder if he wasn’t beating up the sports car.

      Lyra let out a long exhale, released her death grip on the door handle, and sank down in her seat. “You scared the crap out of me.”

      “Sorry.” Dare swung the vehicle around more trees where there didn’t appear to be a road. They followed a brief dirt road and then whipped around in the opposite direction from where the other road was going and vanished behind more trees.

      Everything seemed to blur by. “Your friend must be paranoid.”

      Dare laughed. “He likes his privacy.”

      “He sure has it.”

      They passed nothing but trees, bushes, and more trees and bushes until Dare pulled up to a grove of them and stopped the car. She wasn’t surprised when he said, “Grab your gear. We’re at Nick’s.”

      She reached behind her for her backpack, which had slid to one side of the seat, likely from all the twisting and turning. “That Nick must be one weird guy.”

      Dare snorted. “I’ll be sure and let him know.”

      Lyra grabbed the handle of her pack. “Don’t you even go there.”

      When they had their stuff, he made sure the car was locked. “Just In case someone came by.”

      Like that could ever happen. She could imagine the guy who lived here as a recluse with a beard and a neurotic look in his eyes.

      Lyra followed Dare around the copse of trees, and at first she didn’t see the cabin. She had to do a double take. It was built onto the side of the mountain and made of wood that blended well into the trees, a large cabin with a three-car garage. Interesting. She had to admit the sprawling “cabin” was beautiful, all glass and wood. Clean breezes carried the scent of oak and wildflowers—and the smell of freedom.

      They climbed up a porch and he flipped through the keys on his key chain until he found an odd-looking silver key. When they reached the door, he poked the key into an even odder-looking lock. She stepped back when she heard a high-pitched beeping sound. Dare pulled out the strange key and pushed the door open.

      Once they were finally inside and walked through the entry way, she was shocked to see how enormous the home was. A great room with an open-beamed ceiling opened up the whole area, and big skylights highlighted the furniture in forest greens, maroons, and navy blues. Throw rugs were scattered across gleaming wooden floors. An entertainment center took up a good portion of one wall with a huge wide-screen TV, and a wet bar was off to the side. Through a large archway to the right, she saw an expansive kitchen with copper-bottomed pots hanging from a rack above a kitchen island. To her left was a smaller archway with stairs and a sturdy oak handrail.

      Dare hung his Stetson on a rack near the door that had a couple of other western hats on it, then headed to the archway to the left. She grabbed onto the rail as she followed Dare down a set of polished wooden stairs that opened up into a spacious hallway. “His home’s too neat to be a guy’s place.”

      “Nick’s a neat freak.” Dare looked down at her with amusement in his eyes. “Just don’t touch anything and you’ll be safe.”

      “Well, that’s encouraging.” As they reached the bottom of the stairs Lyra hefted her pack higher, then walked down the wide hallway with Dare. “So, this Nick guy is a weird, paranoid neat freak.”

      A huge man stepped out into the hallway a few feet in front of them.

      Lyra gasped and came to an abrupt stop.

      “Nick.” Dare continued walking and reached out to grasp the man’s hand and shook it.

      She barely heard them exchange words of greeting as she looked at the man, taking in his vivid blue eyes and drop-dead gorgeous features—yet he had a harsh, unyielding look to him, too. He wore a tight black T-shirt that showed a physique even more powerful than Dare’s, and that was saying something. Nick’s blue jeans fit him snugly, and he had incredibly muscular thighs. He wore cowboy boots that were scuffed and obviously well broken in.

      When she managed to close her mouth, her gaze finally met his piercing blue eyes. “Weird, paranoid neat freak?” he said in a deep voice.

      “Ummmm…” Lyra swallowed, and her face was so hot it must have been brilliant red.

      Dare slapped Nick on the back. “She’s got you pegged.”

      Nick raised an eyebrow. The way he was looking at her made Lyra want to fall straight through the floor. Then the corner of his mouth quirked into a grin and she almost dropped her backpack.

      He raked his gaze over Lyra from head to toe. “One room or two?”

      Heat flushed through her again and she was thankful when Dare said, “Two.”

      Nick turned and escorted them down the hall. She couldn’t help but notice what a fine ass the man had—almost as nice as Dare’s. Nick showed Dare where to stow his stuff in one room. Lyra bit her lower lip as she followed Nick alone to the next door.

      He paused in the doorway before she could get by and he glanced in the direction of Dare’s room before looking back at her. “Doubt you’ll be needing the room,” he said. “But you can put your gear in here.”

      Lyra didn’t know which emotion she felt more at that moment. Embarrassment at what he’d caught her saying or anger at his assumptions.

      What she ended up feeling was relief when he moved out of the doorway and let her pass.

      “Lunch in thirty minutes,” he said, and turned away. “Don’t be late.”

      The moment he was out of the doorway, Lyra shut the door—perhaps a little too hard—tossed her stuff on a chair and plunged face-first onto the quilted bedspread. She groaned. That would teach her to make assumptions.
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      Carrying the scent of pine and cedar, wind whooshed through the trees surrounding the compound, sounding like the roar of the ocean. Neal’s robe flapped around his ankles and his long hair whipped against his face as he strode through the ordered maze of tents with one single-minded purpose.

      He was so pissed at his men’s failures to capture Lyra that he knew exactly who to extract payment from.

      When he reached Sara Collins’s tent, Neal found the woman where he’d expected. Lyra’s mother was sitting beside several other women, knitting clothing for her daughter’s baby.

      Before Sara had the opportunity to look up, Neal grabbed a handful of her graying hair and yanked her to her feet. Whatever she’d been working on tumbled to the ground. He forced her to follow him through the compound while he maintained a grip on her hair. Her feet tangled in her robe and she stumbled, but Neal’s hold on her didn’t fail.

      When he reached a larger tent, he dragged Sara through the flap. He released her hair and backhanded her so hard she fell face-first onto the canvas floor.

      She didn’t move. Didn’t make a sound. Smart bitch. Knew she couldn’t move until she had permission and she’d be punished if she so much as whimpered.

      Neal said, “On your knees. Facing me.”

      Sara slowly pushed herself to her knees and scooted around until she faced him but didn’t look up.

      “I’m beyond pissed at your daughter,” Neal said.

      He planted his sandaled foot straight into Sara’s midsection and she flew back, her head striking the hard floor again.

      Sara’s eyes closed. Blood dripped beneath her nose and onto her lips. The skin around one of her eyes was swollen and would probably turn black. At one time Sara had been confused and actually asked to leave when Lyra disappeared. But Neal had taught her a lesson that day, too. Once with the Temple of Light, there was no leaving.

      “When Lyra is home, you’re going to help me keep her here. If she leaves again, you will be punished.” Neal smiled. “Severely. She’s going to fulfill her destiny as mother of the new Messiah.”

      Neal added softly, “And when he’s old enough, the Messiah will be by my side and he will lead our people so that all will know the power of the Light.”

      The flap of the tent rustled. Neal startled and turned. His son stood behind him, an expression of shock on his pale features as his gaze locked with his father’s.

      Fuck.

      How much had his son heard?

      Jason’s voice trembled as he asked, “What did you say, Father?”

      “Nothing.” Neal cleared his throat as he went to Jason. He clapped his son on the back and gave him a winning smile. “Are the men assembled?”

      The shock on Jason’s face finally faded to an expression of calm and his color returned. “Yes, Father.”

      “Very good.” Neal gave his son a nod of approval. “Is everything ready for Ryan’s punishment?”

      “Yes, Father,” Jason replied. His face had become a mask, no expression on his features, and he sounded almost like a robot when he said, “Yes, Father.”

      Neal turned to Sara and scowled. “Get back to work.”

      Sara’s words came out as a croak. “Yes, Prophet.” Neal ducked out of the tent, followed by Jason, then Neal and his son walked side by side toward the back of the compound.

      “One thing I have yet to teach you,” Neal said as he walked with his son, “is how to control The People.” He looked at his son, who glanced at him. They were of equal height, so he looked right into his son’s gaze before turning back to their path. “I feed their addictions, their obsessions.”

      “What?” Jason said. “How?”

      “Take Mark for example.” Neal ruffled the hair of a little girl who was about five before he continued walking. “I pulled him off the street. He was a drug addict.”

      Jason narrowed his eyes when Neal glanced at him. “But Mark doesn’t do drugs.”

      “Exactly. I have given him a new addiction, a new obsession.” Neal paused for impact. “Me.”

      This time Jason came to a full stop and Neal faced his son. “What do you mean, Father?”

      Neal clapped one of his hands on Jason’s shoulder. “He relies on me, worships me even. He desires no more than to please me and to be my second.”

      Jason looked as if he was going over Neal’s words in his mind. “I see. Control the people’s addictions and control them.”

      Neal gifted his son with a broad smile and squeezed his shoulder before dropping his hand away. “I’ll teach you how to control every man in the Temple of Light.”

      They began walking again and Jason gestured toward the arena. “What’s Ryan’s addiction?”

      “His is simple,” Neal said. “He’s an alcoholic.”

      Surprise edged Jason’s reply. “But no alcohol is allowed anywhere in the compound.”

      “I ensured that Ryan got his whiskey.” Neal scowled. “Until he fucked up.”

      Jason cleared his throat. “What about me? What’s my addiction? I don’t smoke. I don’t drink. How do you control me?”

      A slow burn mixed with an unidentifiable ache rose within Neal. He clasped Jason’s wrist and studied him with a calculating expression. “You’re my son. You’re like me. We have no addictions.”

      Without waiting for a response, Neal released Jason’s wrist and continued walking toward the arena, letting the lie settle between them. His son was addicted to praise and the willingness to do whatever it took to get that praise from his father.

      When they arrived at the large, open arena, all but the entryway was filled with the men and boys, children of the Light.

      An X-shaped cross headed the far end of the arena.

      Disbelievers might call it a Saint Andrew’s cross, but it was in fact one of the symbols of the Light.

      Strapped face-first to the cross, naked from the waist up, was Ryan Holstead, the idiot responsible for involving the PI, and the reason Lyra had managed to escape. Twice.

      Jason stopped inside the ring of male spectators.

      Neal paused and looked at his son. The boy was so handsome, like himself. “It’s time you show your leadership qualities,” Neal said. “The men need to see that you are my eyes and ears when I’m occupied with other matters, and that you’ll deal out punishment when it’s necessary.”

      Jason paled again. “What do you want me to do, Father?”

      “Come.” Neal walked from the crowd to the open arena. Jason hesitated, then followed.

      When they stood within feet of the sonofabitch, Neal saw Ryan trembling so hard his body twitched. Neal said just low enough and close enough that only Ryan could hear, “You may have cost us the future of our people.”

      “I live only to serve the Light.” Ryan sounded as if he was crying.

      Good.

      “You have displeased the Light,” Neal said loud enough that his voice boomed and reached the males of all ages surrounding them.

      He turned and saw his men with stoic expressions on their faces. The only males who weren’t attending were the armed guards surrounding the perimeter fence and stationed at the gate. From where they stood in front of the fence, men wearing fatigues and bearing AK-47s and M249s faced the crowd. More armed guards were stationed on the other side of the fence. The people were protected from the inside out.

      The Light’s believers remained silent, so silent that only the occasional low of a cow and clucking of chickens could be heard.

      “Our brother has committed a most heinous crime against the Light and all we have faith in and believe in.” Neal let his powerful voice resonate through the crowd. “He must be taught a lesson.”

      Neal gestured to Joe, who immediately stepped forward, grasping a long black bullwhip in one fist. He bowed when he offered the whip to Neal, grip first.

      He gave Joe a curt nod, indicating that he should return to his place in the crowd. The man bowed again and did as he was silently ordered to do.

      Keeping his expression grim, Neal turned to his son and offered him the whip. Jason hesitated, his face even paler. When he finally reached for the whip, Neal saw that Jason’s hand shook. Neal frowned. His son was twenty-five and this task should be performed without a second thought. Perhaps he hadn’t been firm enough in his son’s education.

      When Jason fisted the whip, Neal turned his attention to the crowd. “Jason is officially my first in command. If I am unavailable to deal with situations such as this, from this point on, Jason will.”

      He nodded to Jason, whose expression was stoic, but his lips tightened in a thin line and his face was as pale as wax. He bowed to Neal, then faced Ryan’s back.

      In the open arena, the heat of the July sunshine beat upon Ryan’s pale flesh and sweat trickled down his spine and into the gap between his skin and his jeans.

      Neal stepped away to give Jason room to perform his task. He had been trained in the use of a bullwhip since he was a child.

      Jason clenched his empty fist at his side. His other fist gripped the bullwhip. His jaw tightened. For too long of a moment he didn’t move, and Neal narrowed his gaze. To show any weakness wasn’t acceptable. He would have to discuss that fact with his son. Later.

      Jason extended his arm. He hesitated again.

      With a sudden look of determination, he snapped the whip at Ryan’s back, breaking the man’s skin. Blood welled from the bright red welt. A stifled moan came from Ryan. He knew his punishment would be far more severe if he cried out.

      Jason struck Ryan again.

      Too slow.

      Then again.

      And then Jason began whipping Ryan hard and fast, as if Neal’s fury were his own.

      Neal watched his son’s face, which had gone from pale to scarlet. Anger burned in his eyes, and he bared his teeth.

      Ryan’s skin became a bloody mass, but Jason didn’t stop.

      “Enough,” Neal said.

      It was two more strikes of the bullwhip before Jason stopped. Ryan’s sobs were low enough that Neal barely heard them.

      But Neal was more concerned with how hard his son’s body shook. The sweat running down his crimson face. The rage in his eyes. The heaviness of his breathing.

      Neal turned away from his son and addressed the crowd. “Manuel and Ernie, cut the man down. Take him to his wife to be treated.”

      Without bothering to look at the men who passed by him, Neal continued speaking to the crowd. “We are blessed to be the children of the Light and to learn from our mistakes.”

      “Praise the Light,” one man called out, and the others followed until the mob shouted in unison, “Praise the Light. Praise the Light.”
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      Lyra freshened up by washing her face and combing her hair. For the first time in a long time she was conscious about the way she looked and the way she was dressed, and she wished she had something nice to wear that was clean. As usual she wore faded blue jeans and a loose T-shirt tucked into her jeans. It was the same sort of outfit she wore when she worked.

      Lyra grimaced when she thought about the fact that she was going to have to face Nick. Nothing like calling her host a weird, paranoid neat freak. For him to hear her say it was enough to make her want to crawl under the bed.

      And then to find out the guy was drop-dead gorgeous. Whoa. He sure didn’t look anything like she’d expected. But then, appearances weren’t everything. The so-called Prophet, Neal, was good-looking, something he no doubt used to his advantage.

      The thought of Neal made her stomach churn like it always did, and she had to force thoughts of him from her mind. She’d take being embarrassed in front of Nick any day to being anywhere near Neal.

      Lyra checked her cell phone for the time and saw that it was completely dead. She pulled out her charger, found a wall outlet, and plugged it in before setting it on a table in the corner of the room. She wanted to try calling Mrs. Yosko again, but the phone was so dead it would have to be charged at least a little before Lyra could get it to power up.

      She glanced at the phone by the bed. Would Nick mind if she used it? She’d ask.

      If she didn’t hurry, no doubt she’d be late to dinner—Nick was probably a time freak, too. She rubbed her sweating palms on her jeans before she opened the bedroom door and headed upstairs.

      When she reached the spacious great room she found it was empty, but heard male voices coming from where she’d seen the kitchen when they’d arrived. She hooked her thumbs in her jean pockets to have something to do with her hands and casually walked into the archway of the kitchen. It was huge.

      As she’d seen earlier, a pot rack hung from the ceiling over the island, and the perfectly shiny copper-bottomed pans reflected the track lighting. The cabinets were mahogany or cherry wood, and the walls were a pleasant shade of taupe. The black granite countertops seemed to stretch endlessly, and all of the appliances were aluminum and of the finest quality. The guy had taste, and obviously money, too.

      Dare acknowledged her with a nod and a smile but continued talking with Nick. She took a moment to observe both men as Nick arranged taco shells on a platter. They were two of the best-looking males she’d had the opportunity to study at one time. Rugged good looks, solid, muscular builds, and dark hair. Nick’s brilliant blue eyes were narrowed as Dare spoke.

      She forced herself to shift her thoughts away from gorgeous men to the food. The aromas of beef, cheese, and onions made her stomach growl loud enough that she caught the attention of both men.

      “Hungry?” Nick switched off a burner and raised an eyebrow.

      “Smells good.” She managed to meet his eyes. “Can I help with anything?”

      “Taken care of.” He reached into one of the high cabinets to the right of the stovetop and drew out three plates made of the kind of pottery Suzette created. As a matter of fact, when Lyra glanced around the kitchen she saw a lot of the same work, from the salt and pepper shakers to canisters. “Go ahead and make your own tacos,” he said.

      Lyra still felt embarrassed as she moved closer and took one of the plates from him. She dropped two crispy taco shells onto her plate from a tray by the stovetop. “Did you buy your dinnerware from that little pottery shop on Main Street across from the southwestern restaurant?” Lyra took the heavy-gauge serving fork from him and began plopping seasoned shredded beef into her shells.

      “Suzette’s,” Nick replied as he handed Dare a plate. “I custom ordered all my dinnerware from her.”

      After piling five taco shells on his plate, Dare took the meat fork from Lyra as she moved on to the cheese, onions, tomatoes, lettuce, and salsa. “She sells some of my work in her shop,” she said.

      “I know.” Nick took his turn at making his own tacos, piling five shells on his plate like Dare had. “I bought a few of your things when I picked up my order. The pieces I bought were the ones that led Dare to Suzette’s and then to you.”

      Her cheeks heated. She wasn’t sure if she should be thanking him, considering that it was his purchases that brought The People to her door.

      “Um, thanks for buying some of my things,” she went ahead and said. She moved to the table in the kitchen nook, which was set for three, with place mats and cloth napkins in pottery napkin rings that matched the dinnerware. The napkins matched the place mats. Was this guy for real?

      When they were seated around the table, each with a glass of iced tea, Lyra couldn’t help asking what had been on her mind since they arrived at Nick’s home. “If no one knows where you live, how did you build this place? Get well water and electricity?”

      “Hired a contractor and his team.” Nick gave her a direct stare, his eyes narrowed. “Then I had to kill them.”

      Lyra had just taken a bite of taco and choked. She dropped the taco on her plate as she started coughing. Dare rubbed her back while she gulped some iced tea.

      When she looked up, the skin around Nick’s eyes was crinkled in amusement and Dare was shaking his head, his mouth curved into a grin.

      “Donovan paid them really well to forget he existed,” Dare said. “The electric company has the meter near the highway, and he gets his mail in town.”

      For the rest of the meal, Lyra kept her thoughts to herself and ate her tacos, afraid she’d say something stupid. Nick and Dare talked about a new surveillance case for a woman named Letty Johnson.

      “I’m leaving to get right on it after we finish taking a look at those aerial maps,” Nick said after he crunched a mouthful of taco and swallowed. “Mr. Johnson supposedly gets off work at the courthouse some nights at eight, but when I checked with a clerk, she said he always heads out right at five. Never fails.”

      “Should be an easy mark.” Dare wiped his hands with his napkin. The two men had devoured their five tacos in the same amount of time it had taken Lyra to eat two. “Asshole gets off early, screws another woman, then gets home late and tells Mrs. Johnson he worked into the night.” Dare scowled. “A woman deserves better than that kind of cheating scum.”

      “Yep.” Nick pushed back his chair, stood, and grabbed his plate and fork. “The photos should be interesting.”

      “You really take pictures of people having affairs?” Lyra couldn’t keep her mouth shut as she grabbed her own plate and stood. “Like on TV?”

      Dare gave a low laugh and Nick raised an eyebrow as he said, “How else do you expect me to prove he’s fu—” He cleared his throat. “Prove that he’s cheating with another woman?”

      “Oh.” Would her cheeks ever stop flaming around this man? “Must be, um, interesting work.”

      “Most of the time surveillance is pretty boring,” Dare said as they carried their plates to the sink. “Not much exciting about sitting in a car or tailing the mark. Especially when they don’t follow a regular schedule. The guy Nick will tail could go straight home tonight, and he’ll follow him tomorrow, possibly the next day and the next, until he catches the SOB at it.”

      “Dare, though,” Nick said as he looked directly at her, “becomes a little too involved with his work.”

      “Shut up, Donovan,” Dare growled. “I do my job.”

      Nick faced Dare head-on. “Let’s just say at times you forget it’s not personal.”

      Lyra’s skin went hot. She was one of those people Nick was talking about.

      Dare took a step closer to Nick, his hands clenched at his sides. Nick just shook his head and went back to cleaning the kitchen.

      When Dare looked at her, Lyra turned away and kept her eyes averted. Somehow, she’d forgotten she was just another person he’d felt the need to protect.

      When they finished putting away the leftovers as well as cleaning up the dishes, table, and countertop so that everything was absolutely spotless, Lyra followed Nick and Dare down the flight of stairs.

      Nick paused and looked from Dare to Lyra, and his hard gaze rested on her. “She stays here.”

      Dare rubbed his hand over his afternoon stubble. “She’s okay, Donovan.”

      For a long moment Nick looked at her.

      “She needs to see,” Dare said. “It’s possible she can help us.”

      Nick’s eyes never left hers. She held her breath. He finally nodded and turned away.

      She and Dare followed Nick as they went all the way to the end of the hallway and down another staircase. Their footsteps were loud against the wooden floor as they walked along a different hallway and into what must be the master bedroom. It was huge and masculine with its polished wood floor, thick wood furniture, taupe and brown bedding and furnishings.

      But when they went into his large walk-in closet, hair at her nape prickled. Everything was close around her. Too close.

      Lyra shook her head and took a deep breath. She could do this. Whatever it was, she could do it.

      At the back of the confined space, she thought she saw Nick push something on the wall. She nearly jumped when a piece of the hardwood floor rose up a couple of inches, then slid to the side. Nick immediately climbed down a set of metal stairs. When she glanced at Dare, he gestured for her to follow Nick. Her body tingled and she felt a little light-headed. The fact that they were in a closet made her feel a bit on the claustrophobic side, but going down into a room below the closet? She closed her eyes and opened them again. She could do this.

      Lyra sucked in a deep breath and positioned herself so that she could grab the metal handrails. They were cold beneath her palms. She slowly headed down the steps into the low-lit room.

      When she reached the bottom, she turned and her stomach dropped. A room filled with computers and monitors. Different from Neal’s, yet the same.

      Huge monitors, computers, electronic maps, and a zillion other high-tech gadgets filled the place. Blue light flickered throughout the dim room, and she was so overwhelmed by it all that her head spun.

      She was barely conscious of Dare coming up behind her until he kissed the top of her head. She shivered and goose bumps prickled her skin as she looked up at him. He lowered his head and gently brushed his lips over hers and smiled.

      The tension in Lyra’s muscles increased despite his closeness and gentleness. He rubbed both her arms, then released her to walk to where Nick was waiting. The other man had a hard, impatient look.

      When she heard what they were talking about, her stomach turned to lead. Lyra’s feet seemed to take her to Dare’s side of their own accord. Her heart pounded and her throat grew dry.

      “We can get him for underage sex,” Dare was saying, “as well as polygamy. Most of all, I’m pretty sure from what Lyra talked about that they could be running drugs.”

      “If that’s the case, then we’d have something to put them away for a while,” Nick said. “If we can just figure out a way to prove it.”

      Nick went on, “When I looked into the cult after talking with you, I gathered some info and learned a smaller Temple of Light compound is here.” Nick and Dare pored over a large image of a satellite map on a huge screen. The glow reflected against Nick’s and Dare’s faces. “We didn’t get a clear shot because of the weather and the trees,” Nick said. “We’ll work on it.”

      Dare nodded, his jaw tight.

      “They’re building their new compound at the base of the Huachuca Mountains.” Nick used a pencil and pointed to the location. “Here’s the perimeter fence, and they appear to be well guarded. All of these shapes are probably tents where the cult members live, and these dots are cult members. From the intelligence I’ve gathered so far, they’ve set up satellite compounds all over the U.S.”

      The Temple of Light really was here. And the cult had spread across the country.

      Sweat dampened Lyra’s forehead and she felt like hot needles pricked her skin. All she could do was stare at the map, yet her head swam and she didn’t see it. With satellite communes everywhere, she probably couldn’t ever run somewhere they wouldn’t find her.

      “This other map is of their main compound just outside of Sandy, Oregon,” Nick was saying.

      She shuddered at the mention of the place she now thought of as hell. Was Neal still there? Or was he here, in Arizona, now?

      Lyra wrapped her arms around her belly. Images, smells, and sights filled her mind.

      The nightmare of when Neal had told her about being the Chosen was like a fist slamming into her belly. Everything was vivid, like it was happening all over again. He had taken her into a room like this one and told her of her “destiny.” He had touched her breasts. Had forced her to touch his penis.

      Bile rose up in Lyra’s throat and she clapped her hand over her mouth. In the distance she heard a male voice, and then two strong hands grabbed her upper arms.

      “No.” She struggled to get away from the hands. “I won’t. I won’t.”

      The strong hands shook her and her head fell back.

      The dim room came into focus and she saw Dare’s eyes fixed on her, his jaw tight. She immediately went limp, her knees giving out on her.

      Dare drew her into his embrace and held her. “It’s all right, honey,” he murmured against her hair. “Everything will be all right.”

      Hot tears leaked from her eyes and dampened his shirt. Her entire body trembled. “It’s not,” she said against his chest. “It will never be over.”

      She pushed him away, looked around the room, and trembled all over. “I’ve got to get out of here. Got to get out of here.”

      Lyra didn’t know how she made it back up the stairs and out of the high-tech room. All she remembered was Dare taking her to her bedroom and helping her out of her shoes and jeans so that she had just her T-shirt and underwear on, and then he tucked her under the sheets and quilt.

      Dare scooted onto the bed behind her, on top of the quilt, all but his boots on. He molded his body against hers and wrapped his arm around her waist. She trembled even as he held her tight and whispered soft words. “I’ll never let them get their hands on you, Lyra. Never.”

      Her voice shook. “You can’t stop them. No one can.”

      “I can, and I will.” He squeezed her tighter. “Now rest.”

      Lyra didn’t think she would be able to relax, but eventually she slipped into dreams filled with images of being taken back to the compound and Dare coming to rescue her on a great black horse.

      

      Anger seared Dare’s veins and he could barely contain himself as he held Lyra. He wanted to go after Neal Barker so badly that his body ached with it. He’d slam his fist in the bastard’s face for what he’d done to Lyra, and he’d feel the satisfaction of Barker going down as he hit him again and again.

      For a long time, Lyra remained tense in his embrace, her breathing short and choppy. But eventually her body relaxed and her breathing slowed and became deep and even. Every now and then she would jerk as if she was dreaming or having a nightmare. He nuzzled her hair and breathed in her sunshine-and-roses scent.

      It was only early evening, but the room was dark thanks to the closed wooden shutters and the fact that he’d turned off the lights. Lyra had been through so much in the past three days that she needed to rest.

      Finally, when he was fairly certain she wouldn’t wake, he slipped from the bed, careful not to disturb her. He settled into a chair in the room. He braced one elbow on an arm of the chair and stroked his jaw as he studied Lyra. Her features looked relaxed, and he hoped her dreams would be peaceful.

      How could they stop this Neal bastard from going after Lyra anymore? What could possibly stop him and keep her from being on the run?

      Dare ground his teeth. With the information Lyra had given him, they had enough info to get Neal Barker in deep with the law if they could prove it.

      How could they get the law into the main compound to expose any of this? And if Barker was put away, how long before he was out and after Lyra again?

      Nick had headed out on his run by the time Dare left Lyra’s bedroom. He made his way back to Nick’s surveillance room to take a look at the satellite map of the Oregon compound again. When he was in, he moved to the table in the center of the room and switched on the light beneath the maps. He studied the main compound intently, frustrated that everything on the map wasn’t better defined. They couldn’t formulate a plan without knowing every bit of the layout of the compound and the position of the guards.

      They’d have to figure a way to get him. Too bad the SOB wasn’t in Arizona.

      He clenched his jaw, tempted to slam his fist down on the satellite image. Better yet, put his fist through a wall. What the cult leader had done to Lyra…

      Damn. Everything she’d gone through—Dare only had a vague. Different scenarios churned through his mind and every one of them made him want to knock the shit out of Neal Barker. Repeatedly.

      A plan. He had to come up with a plan. Other than storming the main compound with a small army, he was clutching at straws.

      He turned off the screen so that it no longer showed the map, then turned to the stairs. His boots rang against the metal as he made his way up. When he was in the closet, he found the hidden button and closed the surveillance room. He strode up the series of stairs and hallways to Lyra’s room. Her door was open, and when he slipped into the near darkness, he saw that she was no longer in bed.

      Damn. He shouldn’t have left her alone.

      Dare made his way upstairs to the great room and found Lyra sitting on one of the couches in the dim lighting. She was clutching a pillow and curled up in just her T-shirt. She looked so beautiful with her tousled hair and her sleepy expression.

      Soft country music played in the background. A slow song started up and Lyra startled when he said, “Dance with me.”
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      As Dare approached her, Lyra felt a thrill deep in her belly. There was something in his eyes, something in the low timbre of his voice when he’d asked her to dance.

      She’d never danced before—at least not since junior high school. She started to tell him so, but before she could say anything he was already at her side. He took her hand in his and helped her rise.

      The moment she was up, he wrapped her in his embrace, and she sighed. He smelled so masculine and felt so good, his body warming her through her T-shirt. The soft country song surrounded them as he held her close and they began slowly moving to the music. There was magic in the music, magic that wove through her thoughts and around-their bodies.

      She slipped her arms up his neck and into his thick hair.

      “Honey, what you do to me,” Dare murmured against her hair. “Every time I see you, I want to touch you. I want to hold you. I want to make love to you.”

      Lyra let out a soft sound of surprise and looked up into his eyes. For a long moment he held her gaze as they swayed to the music. Then he lowered his head and softly brushed his lips across hers. She closed her eyes and sighed into his mouth. He nipped her bottom lip, causing her sigh to turn into a moan.

      Dare slipped his tongue through her lips and explored her, teasing her by tangling with her tongue, then running his along the edges of her teeth. She wanted to taste him fully, and she matched his kiss. What started out as slow and gentle became more intense, more needy. He slid his hands from her waist down to cup her ass and press her even tighter to him.

      Lyra’s heart pounded harder and faster. He tucked her head beneath his chin and held her. She’d never felt such a sense of safety, security, like nothing could ever hurt her. With Dare it would be easy to let herself go. To let herself believe that everything would be okay.

      She tilted her head up, bumping his chin. He moved his head back and their gazes locked. They continued to move slowly to the beat of the song as they looked at each other.

      “Do you get this close to all the women you help?” she asked, a little tremor to her voice.

      Dare stilled and they no longer moved with the music. His eyes grew dark, almost like a storm shadowing the sky, and his expression no longer relaxed. “Don’t even begin to think like that. You are special.”

      Lyra tried to look away, but he took her face in his hands and brought her around to look at him again, and she said, “There’s nothing special about me.”

      “Everything about you is special.” He pressed his lips to her forehead. “I’ve never met a woman like you. You’re strong, smart, beautiful.”

      She tried to shake her head, but his hands kept her still.

      “Look at what you’ve done, what you’ve been through,” he said. “You lost your father. You ended up in a dangerous cult, and the bastard subjected you to shit no one should have to go through.”

      Tears burned her eyes, and she opened her mouth, but Dare wouldn’t let her say anything.

      “You escaped. You were homeless but brought yourself out of poverty. Despite everything you’ve been through, you’ve made friends, you’ve made a good life for yourself.” He moved his hands from her face and stroked her hair. “You are special, Lyra Collins. And don’t you ever think you’re not.”

      She buried her face against his chest and clung to him. He was so solid, so real. She barely knew him, yet her heart was opening up to him. How could she let that happen? Dare held her tight. He asked nothing from her, just gave.

      She tilted her head to look up at him again. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “I shouldn’t be touching you like this,” he said as he drew back.

      “Why?” She kissed the curve of his neck and felt his warmth against her lips. He smelled so good.

      “With everything that’s happened to you,” he said with a low groan. “You need time to rest, time to sort your thoughts.”

      Her lips met his again, then she pulled away and smiled. “Right now, my thoughts are perfectly sorted, Dare Lancaster.”

      He pressed his mouth to her hair, and she felt the rise and fall of his chest as he inhaled deeply. “You’d better think long and hard about what you’re saying. What you’re doing to me.”

      “And what you’re doing to me,” she said softly. “I can’t help it. I don’t want to help it. What I want is you. That’s not going to change no matter what happens. No matter how much you tell me I need time.” She raised herself up on her toes and brushed her lips against his in a whisper-soft movement. He groaned against her mouth. “What I want, what I need, is you,” she said.

      Dare pressed his lips to hers and the intensity of his kiss took her breath away. He wasn’t gentle. His kiss was hard, dominating. The stubble on his jaw was rough against her face as he moved his mouth back and forth against hers.

      His big hands squeezed her ass cheeks. He began to move his palms a fraction at a time over the flare of her hips, to the indentation of her waist, and farther up until his fingers rested just below her breasts.

      Lyra tightened her hold on his hair as he kissed her, held her. She prayed for him to touch her nipples, and when he brushed his thumbs over them, she thought she was going to lose her mind. She arched into him and he rubbed her nipples harder.

      She couldn’t stop kissing him, didn’t want to stop kissing him. They were so close she felt the pounding of his heart against her chest, the throb of his pulse where her arm rested on the curve of his neck.

      Dare raised his head and dragged in a deep breath. Her lips were moist, and her face felt warm where his stubble had chafed her. Her breathing had quickened, and her heart was pounding.

      He rubbed his mouth over her lips again. “Are you sure?”

      Lyra smiled and brought her hands from his hair to cup his stubbled cheeks. She reached up and gave him a light kiss. “Nothing could change my mind. I want you, Dare.”

      The expression on his face was almost tortured, like he couldn’t wait any longer. It made her want to smile inside, to know that he wanted her so badly he could barely control himself.

      “Let’s get downstairs.” He parted from her, took her hand in his, and drew her to the stairs. “I’d rather not have any interruptions.”

      She couldn’t help a small laugh. “Nick said he didn’t think we’d be needing two rooms tonight.”

      Dare grinned and kissed the top of her head. “When it comes to you, I think I’m an open book.”

      They started down the stairs and she squeezed his fingers as she looked up at him. “Me, too.”

      When they were in his room, he firmly shut the door and locked it behind him. “Nothing short of an explosion is going to interrupt us,” he said with a sexy grin that made her melt. “Even then, I’m not so sure.”

      He led her to the bed and guided her so that she sat on the edge, looking up at him. The quilt felt soft beneath her thighs, and the floor was cool under her bare feet. For a guest room it was large, with big, bold furnishings and a bed that was perfect for lovemaking. The lighting wasn’t too bright, but he turned on the bedside lamps and then flipped off the switch for the overhead lights and it was far more romantic.

      Lyra swallowed down a burst of nerves that caused her to tremble. She wanted him to come to her, to touch her. Yet at the same time something tight gripped her belly. This would be it. This would be the man she’d lose her virginity to.

      She trusted him enough to give it to him.

      Dare was incredibly slow and deliberate in his movements. He went to his leather duffel, where it perched on one of the cushioned chairs. The sound of the zipper was loud in the quiet room. He reached in, felt around, and pulled out a box. For some reason her cheeks heated when she saw that it was a box of condoms.

      “Prepared?” she said.

      “For you.” He moved to the nightstand, opened the box, and let the packets spill onto its surface.

      “Um, wow.” Her gaze met his as he came back to stand over her. “You have that much stamina?”

      He grinned that sexy grin again and placed his hands to either side of her hips, bringing his face close to hers. “For you,” he repeated.

      “Then be with me,” she whispered against his lips, and he kissed her softly, gently. He brought his hands to the hem of her T-shirt and tugged it upward, exposing her sturdy plain white bra. One day silk and satin, she promised herself.

      He didn’t seem to care what she was wearing when he pulled her T-shirt over her head and tossed it on the floor. She took a deep breath as he kneeled and lowered his mouth and licked her through the cotton of her bra. Lyra moaned as he sucked each nipple so that the material was wet and cool when he removed his mouth. He moved his hands smoothly beneath her arms to her back, where he easily unfastened her bra. He slipped it off her, and when he tossed it aside the bra landed on one of the lampshades.

      “Nick wouldn’t approve of you throwing things around the room,” she said with a grin.

      He gave a low laugh. “That makes it even more fun.”

      Lyra didn’t have time and definitely didn’t have the presence of mind to respond, because he began licking one of her nipples with his warm tongue, then sucked her nipple into his mouth. She slipped her hands into his hair and tilted her head back. Soft moans came from her throat with every suck and nip of his teeth.

      He moved to her other nipple, and the one he’d just licked and sucked felt cool without his mouth on it. She sighed with pleasure as he brought one of his hands up and began rolling the nipple between his fingers.

      When he moved his mouth from her breast to her belly, she sighed with disappointment at him leaving her nipples, yet excitement that his mouth was traveling toward her mound. He rubbed his nose against her cloth-covered sex, and she heard his deep inhale.

      “I love your scent,” he said as he raised his head and gripped the elastic waistband of her cotton panties. “And I already know how good you taste.”

      A rush of heat whooshed over Lyra. He drew back so that he could ease her panties down, over her hips and legs to her feet. When he reached her feet, he lightly massaged them before pulling the panties over her toes and flinging them so that they hooked over the bedpost.

      She couldn’t help a small giggle, but it quickly turned into a gasp as he scooted her up the bed so that she was lying on her back with her head on the pillows. Dare had his denim-clad knees to either side of her thighs and his hands braced beside her head. He brought his mouth to hers and kissed her, and his shirt felt rough and erotic against her nipples.

      Lyra had to touch him. She reached down and cupped his erection through his jeans. He felt so hard and long beneath her hand. So much had happened in the last three days that her head spun with it. But she knew this was right. Everything about Dare was right.

      “Get naked.” She pulled away from his kiss, and she was so turned on she could barely speak. “I want to see you with nothing on.”

      Dare didn’t stop looking at her as he eased off the bed. He unsnapped his Western shirt and flung it onto the floor, and she sighed. His smooth chest was marred only by the large scar on the front of his right shoulder, and she wondered how he’d gotten it.

      She smiled and watched him toe off his boots, then take his socks off. “You know you’re taking too long.”

      The look in his eyes darkened. She bit her lower lip as he shimmied out of his jeans. His erection was a hard outline against his boxer briefs. The moment he pulled them down, his cock sprang out, long and hard.

      When he was completely naked, she took a moment to study him. He was so large and powerful she felt small in comparison, and she’d never felt small before.

      His movements were smooth as he eased onto the bed beside her so that they were facing each other. “You’re beautiful,” he said as he trailed his fingertips along her waist to her hip. “The moment I saw you walking up your stairs carrying those groceries, something twisted in my gut.”

      She couldn’t help but tease him. “Then you got a face-full of pepper spray.”

      Dare grinned, but it vanished as he clamped his hand on her ass and pressed himself so tightly against her that his erection dug into her belly, and her breasts were smashed against his chest. A frisson of fear mixed with excitement caused her to shiver. How bad would it hurt?

      “You smell so good.” He nuzzled her neck and her hair. “Always like sunshine and roses. And woman.”

      Lyra’s body was so sexually charged that every word he said sent more vibrations through her.

      He moved his hand between them and stroked her. Tingles prickled her skin. Whether from embarrassment, fear, desire, or the feel of him stroking her, she wasn’t sure. Probably all of it.

      She wrapped her palm around his erection and lightly squeezed. Everything about this moment, about this man, was beautiful, and all the horrors of her past evaporated like mist beneath the rising sun.

      Dare held her gaze. “Don’t think I’ll last much longer at this rate,” he said in a voice so rough it was almost harsh. “It’s all I can do to keep from making love to you so hard you’ll see stars.”

      More warmth swept through Lyra. “I want to see the stars with you.” And she did. Oh, how she did.

      Dare kissed her long and hard as he grabbed her ass and pulled her tight against him. The feeling of butterflies going berserk in her belly became stronger as he rolled her onto her back.

      This is it. This is it.

      Dare took a deep breath and sat back on his haunches, just looking at her for a moment. He reached over to the nightstand, grabbed a packet, got the condom out, then threw the package on the floor. While she watched, she bit her lower lip as he slowly rolled the condom on. Her heart beat faster to know he was going to be inside her, all of him, in just moments.

      His expression was so serious when he looked at her again. “Are you a virgin, honey? I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Heat rushed to her cheeks as she nodded. “I—I just need you. I’ll be okay.”

      “I want you to remember this,” he said. “I don’t want you to ever forget our first time.”

      “How could I?” she whispered as she slid her hands down his back. “I’m with the one man who’s rocking my world.”

      Dare’s jaw tightened and he slowly pushed inside of her.

      “Ohmygod, ohmygod.” Pain seared her as her gaze met his. “Stop. Just a moment. Please stop.”

      He held completely still, his expression filled with concern. “I’m sorry. Do you want to change your mind?”

      Lyra shook her head. “No. I’ll be okay. I’m ready for more.”

      Her eyes watered and she bit her lower lip as he inched deeper inside her. It hurt so bad she couldn’t help a couple of tears from slipping down the sides of her eyes.

      When he was fully buried within her, he held still and kissed away her tears. While he moved his lips to hers and gave her a gentle, sweet kiss, her body had time to adjust to his length and girth.

      After a few moments he drew away and she smiled. It was starting to feel good with him inside her. “Do it now. I want it.”

      He began a slow, even stride, moving her body with every thrust, rocking her world, just like she’d said. It hurt at first, but the beginning sensations of pain became such extreme pleasure that she lost herself to it.

      She slipped into a trance. A trance of pleasure, of feeling, of being.

      “Look at me.” The gruff voice came from above her and she pulled herself back from the Otherworld she’d found herself in for those few moments. “I want to see your eyes while I take you for the first time.”

      Lyra’s whole body was on fire as her gaze locked with Dare’s. She squirmed beneath him, then wrapped her legs around him and crossed her legs at her ankles. She wanted him, wanted to keep him close.

      Dare grunted as his thrusts became harder and faster and it felt impossibly better and better. He surprised her by raising her legs up and putting them over his shoulders. To her shock and pleasure, she felt him even deeper. It felt so good.

      Stars started to spark inside her mind, and she found it harder and harder to maintain her focus on Dare’s eyes. Her whole body vibrated like it was going to explode. His jaw was tight and he looked like he was gritting his teeth. Sweat rolled down the side of his face and fell onto her breast, and she knew she was going to lose it.

      “I’m going to come.” His strokes were long, deep, fast, his voice hoarse and tight as her legs clamped him over his shoulders. He brought one of his hands between their bodies and stroked her clit in time with his thrusts. “Come with me.”

      Tingles erupted where he fingered her into sparks all over her skin, and those stars in her mind became brighter and brighter. She lost focus and couldn’t see Dare’s eyes any longer. She tilted her head back. Her orgasm coiled so tightly in her belly that it was only going to take a few more strokes of his cock and his fingers, and she’d be gone.

      Dare brought his lips to hers and kissed her so hard she felt his teeth against hers. He thrust his tongue into her mouth and fingered her clit harder. His kiss and touch shoved her over the peak, past reason, past thinking. She cried out against his mouth, and when he raised his head she was still crying from the exquisite sensations.

      “That’s it.” He thrust three, four, five more times. “That’s it,” he barely managed to get out before he shouted, his voice filled with triumph and power.

      The sound of his cry made her body throb even more. She didn’t want it to end, yet she didn’t know if she could take any more.

      With one last groan, he lowered her legs from his shoulders and rolled onto his side. He brought her close to him, his thigh hooked over her hip, and her face resting against his chest. His breathing was hard and ragged, and his heart pounded beneath her ear. Her own heart thrummed just as hard and she was having a hard time catching her breath, too. She sucked in the scent of sex, sweat, and testosterone. His body felt slick and warm against hers, and for some reason that made her hot for him again.

      Dare squeezed her tight before relaxing his hold, and he seemed almost reluctant to do so. He nuzzled her hair, his chest moving with the breath he took, and he released a deep sigh.

      “I’ve never trusted a man.” She swallowed, finding the words hard to speak. “Until you.”

      He pressed his lips to her forehead. “Thank you for this, for trusting me.”

      “Thank you for making my first time so special.” She smiled. “I feel wonderful inside and out.”

      Dare cuddled her close to him. “You wore me out, woman. I’m so tired I don’t think I could move if I tried.”

      She gave him a wicked grin as she ran her fingernails down his chest, and her eyes met his. “What about all the other condoms?”

      Dare’s mouth curved into a smile at Lyra’s words. Despite the fact that he felt like every bone in his body had melted, he was growing hard. So that was what mind-blowing sex was like.

      Lyra ran her finger down his chest and reached up to kiss him lightly. “Hmmmm?”

      He responded by rolling onto his back and bringing her with him. She giggled as he brought her on top of him, so that she was straddling him. “I can handle all you can dish out.” He hoped he could. What she did to him was incredible. It wasn’t just the sex, it was something deeper, more primal, something gut-level.

      With a quick movement, he slipped off the condom and disposed of it in the wastebasket between the nightstand and bed.

      Lyra pushed herself up by bracing her hands on his chest, then rose up with her palms on her thighs. “What am I going to do with you?” she said as she rocked. She looked so beautiful, her short red hair tousled, her lips swollen, and her skin pink and moist from perspiration.

      “I’m going to take you again,” he said as he braced his hands on her hips.

      She shook her head and grinned. “Not yet, cowboy. I’ll let you know when I’m ready to ride.”

      “Oh yeah?” He slid his hands up to her breasts and cupped them in his palms. He liked how they were large and overflowing. “Maybe this cowboy is ready for a ride now.”

      Lyra tipped her head back and moaned at the feel of his hands on her breasts. When he pinched both of her nipples, she gave a little cry. She had to take control of the situation.

      She leaned forward and met his gaze as she brought her hands up and placed her palms over his strong fingers. “Stop distracting me.”

      He slid his hands from her breasts and settled them at her waist. “From what?”

      “From this.” She reached up and brushed his hair from his forehead. “I want to touch you.”

      Dare’s grip on her waist tightened as she trailed her fingers down the side of his face, over his coarse stubble, and to his firm lips. He took one of her fingers into his mouth and sucked, causing her to gasp in surprise and pleasure. She pulled her finger from his mouth and trailed it down his jaw, the wetness of it mixing with the sweat of his skin.

      She leaned forward and her nipples rubbed against his chest. Inhaling his incredible scent, she moved closer yet and pressed her lips to his face and began flicking her tongue along the same trail her fingers had taken. His skin was salty and she said, “Mmmmmm, I love how you taste.”

      Dare grabbed her ass cheeks and squeezed as her lips met his. She was glad he let her take the lead as she nipped at his lower lip, then slid her tongue into his mouth. She lightly sucked on his tongue, and he squeezed her ass tighter, as if restraining himself. He moved his mouth in time with hers, a gentle kiss that she felt ripple throughout her body. It made her want to have him inside her again, but she wanted to play, first. She was a little sore, yes, but the pleasure far outweighed what small amount of pain she had felt.

      She moved her lips from his and kissed his skin along his jaw to the curve of his neck and down to the scar on his shoulder. She pressed her lips softly against it and raised her head to look at him. “Another macho wound?”

      Dare’s features darkened and she knew at once she’d hit on a sore subject. “From my days on the police force,” he said, and she sensed he didn’t want to talk about it anymore.

      Lyra reached up to kiss him again, wanting to wash away the memory of whatever painful experience had caused that wound.

      She reached over to the nightstand and took one of the foil packets in her hand. As she lightly trailed one corner of the packet down his chest to his abs, she gave him what she hoped was a sexy grin. “Ready for a ride, cowboy?”

      The rumble in his chest vibrated through her fingers. She brought the condom packet to her mouth and caught the edge with her teeth. With her eyes focused on his, she slowly ripped opened the package, taking her time, making him wait.

      He narrowed his eyes, and his fingers dug into her ass cheeks. “Hurry up, woman.”

      Lyra cocked a brow. “Woman?”

      Dare growled and she grinned, but she slipped the soft condom out of the package and tossed the foil onto the floor. She scooted back so that she straddled his thighs and she had access to him. He had to release her ass but stroked her thighs with his fingertips.

      Intent on teasing him as much as she could, Lyra placed the condom on the head of his erection and rolled it down as slowly as possible.

      He groaned and grabbed handfuls of her hair. “If you don’t stop teasing me, I’m going to buck you off and fuck you my way.”

      The thought of him taking her like that, and the way he said fuck sent a thrill through her belly. “Later, cowboy,” she said.

      Dare released his grip on her hair as she rose up and positioned herself just over the head of his cock. Her eyes locked with his as she slowly eased down his length and took him deep inside her.

      She held still for a moment, unable to move. Oh. My. God. She closed her eyes for a moment as he filled her hard and deep. He stretched her so big and she felt the bite of soreness again. Yet she could come just from the feel of him inside her.

      “Lyra,” he said in a husky tone.

      She opened her eyes, arched her back, and started riding him. The sensations were wild as she moved up and down, trying to keep a slow and even pace. He reached up and pinched her nipples, and she gasped as the thrill of his touch went straight to where they were connected.

      Lyra rose up and down at a faster pace. She was taking him so deep. He had a tight hold on her hips and he began bucking to meet her movements. Her eyes met his again and he had a fierce expression, his jaw taut as he slammed up into her.

      Her orgasm began to swirl within her like a tornado. She braced her hands against his hard chest, her arms and legs quivering, as she continued to ride him. That tornado raged, swept her up, and threw her into the storm. She cried out as her body felt the thunder and she saw the lightning.

      With a sob she collapsed against his chest. “God, that was wonderful.”

      Her core continued to throb around his cock as he brushed her hair from her face. “I’m not done yet.”

      She raised her head and managed a smile. “Bring it on.”

      Lyra cried out as he flipped her over onto her back.

      Dare had never felt such an intensity to come in his life. The woman had taken him to an incredible orgasm already, and yet she’d made him want her more than ever.

      With a slow rocking motion he began to thrust into her. He was driving himself crazy by taking his time. He slipped his arms under her knees, widening her thighs so that he could bury himself deep.

      Tears streamed from her eyes and he paused. “Are you all right?”

      “Don’t stop.” She gripped his hips. “This just feels so good.”

      Dare thrust into her. He ground his teeth and drove into her harder and harder.

      Lyra’s body shook and she bucked beneath him as she cried out with another orgasm. The spasms of her core around him were too much. It tossed him over the edge, throwing him into her so deeply, he felt as if he was a part of her, as if they were one.

      This time when he rolled them both onto their sides, she murmured, “You rode me hard, cowboy, and I’m saddle sore.” She snuggled against him. “The other condoms can wait. For now.”
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      When Lyra woke in the morning, she definitely felt sore. Her back was to Dare now, her body spooned against his and his arm gripping her tightly around the waist. Beneath a thin sheet, his thigh rested on hers. She loved waking up with him like this. She’d never felt so wanted, so protected.

      And content. She didn’t want to move from his arms, didn’t want to face what the day held for them.

      “Morning.” His low rumble sent a thrill through her as he kissed the top of her head.

      “A very good one—with you,” Lyra said softly, and snuggled against him. She would have loved to turn around and have him kiss her thoroughly, but she probably had morning breath and had to brush her teeth. And after all that wild sex, she also needed a nice hot shower.

      “Time to get up.” He slipped his hand from her waist to cup her breast. “Unless you have a better reason to stay in bed.”

      She held back a moan and gave a small laugh instead. “I think the shower is where I need to be.”

      Dare nuzzled her neck. “Shower sex. Works for me.”

      Lyra grinned and slapped at his hand. “I need to get my stuff out of the other bedroom.” She drew away from his warmth, slipped off the bed, turned, and took in the sight of him. He had propped himself up in bed with his head in one hand. He was so good-looking with rumpled hair, dark stubble on his face, and the sheet draped over his hips. And the way he was looking at her—it made her feel sexy and beautiful.

      She forced herself to head into the bathroom to grab a towel. When she had wrapped herself in a nice thick, fluffy one, she glanced at the mirror and groaned. Talk about bedhead. She did her best to finger-comb the short red mop so that it didn’t look quite so wild.

      Lyra returned to the bedroom, shook her head, and grinned when she saw their clothing scattered all over the place, the bedclothes rumpled, and the quilt on the floor. The towel was snug around her body as she unlocked the door.

      “Nick would have a cow at this mess,” she said just as she opened the door and almost stumbled right into the man himself.

      Her face immediately turned so hot that she knew she was bright red. “Um, good morning,” she said.

      Nick propped his hand against the doorway and glanced over her shoulder at the room. He raised one of his eyebrows as he moved his gaze down Lyra from head to toe before looking at her flaming face again. “It appears to be,” he said in a deep bass rumble.

      Dare’s voice held amusement as he said from behind her, “Out of the lady’s way, Donovan.”

      Nick stepped back. Lyra ducked around him and practically ran to the bedroom next to Dare’s. Her towel slipped as she opened the door and she panicked as she grasped the cloth tightly in one hand while hurrying into the room. She couldn’t shut the door fast enough behind her.

      She threw herself face-first on the bed. Again. Damn, damn, damn.

      

      “Looks like she’s a wild one,” Nick said as he propped his shoulder against the doorway and looked at Dare with a glint in his eyes.

      Dare ran his fingers through his hair and held back a grin. “Stop scaring the crap out of Lyra.”

      “What’s the fun in that?” Nick shrugged. “Breakfast will be ready in twenty minutes.” He closed the door behind him.

      Dare swung his legs over the side of the bed, got to his feet, and stretched. He felt like he could take on the world after his night with Lyra. Even though he’d suspected it, the fact that she’d been a virgin still floored him. But when he thought about her life, it made sense. She hadn’t been able to trust men. He almost couldn’t believe she’d given that trust to him, along with her virginity.

      He grabbed a towel out of the bathroom and draped it around his hips before heading to the adjoining room. When he opened the door, he heard the shower running and steam escaped the bathroom in a light fog. He closed the door, dropped the towel, and made his way into the bathroom.

      When he opened the shower stall door and stepped inside with her, Lyra yelped in surprise, swung around, and punched him in the arm. “Don’t scare me like that.”

      Dare caught her by her shoulders and captured her mouth with his. Lyra sighed when he raised his head. “You win,” she whispered as her big green eyes looked up at him and water from the shower rolled down her cheeks. “You can scare me like this anytime.”

      “We’ve been summoned for breakfast.” Dare grabbed a bar of soap and began lathering his hands as water beat down on both of them. “We don’t have time for what I’d really like to do right now.”

      “Too bad,” Lyra said with a moan as he soaped her breasts and tweaked her nipples.

      He grinned and pressed his lips to her wet hair. “I’ll give you time to rest up for tonight.”

      

      After a filling breakfast of eggs with chorizo, along with flour tortillas, Dare and Nick headed downstairs to Nick’s high-tech hidden room.

      “I need to make some calls,” Lyra said as they reached the bedroom where she’d left her pack. There was no way she could go into that surveillance room again. “I’ve got to check on Mrs. Y and get some things taken care of.”

      Dare caught her hand. “Don’t let anyone know where you are.”

      “As if I could.” Lyra snorted. “I don’t even know where I am.”

      Nick gave her a look that said he remembered her “weird, paranoid neat freak” comment and she bit the inside of her cheek. He gestured to the cordless phone on a nightstand beside the bed. “Use one of my secure lines.”

      When they left, Lyra unplugged her charger from the wall and stuffed it in her pack. She intended to use Nick’s line to make any calls, but she turned the cell phone on to see if it gave her a message-waiting notice. In a few moments the phone chirped and displayed a note that she did have a message.

      When she dialed the number from Nick’s line to check her messages, she found out the call was from Becca.

      “Everything okay?” Becca asked in the message, her voice filled with concern. “On my answering machine you sounded like something was wrong. Call me ASAP.”

      Lyra deleted the message, then hurried to return Becca’s call. Relief flowed through her when Becca answered, “Bisbee Market.”

      “It’s me, Linda,” Lyra said.

      Tinkling bells sounded in the background, and Lyra knew someone must be coming in or leaving Becca’s small hometown marketplace. “How are you?” Becca asked Lyra.

      “I’m fine.” Lyra gripped the phone tight. “I need you to do me a favor. Mrs. Yosko needs someone to check in on her and buy her groceries. I won’t be able to for a while.”

      Becca paused. “Sure, no problem.”

      “Thanks.” Lyra let out a big sigh of relief. “You know pretty much what I buy at the market for her, and she always pays for her groceries. I can even give you some money for helping her out for me.”

      Becca gave a snort. “I can’t believe you’d think I’d charge you for assisting that poor old lady.” A rustling sound and Becca sounded distant as she said, “Salsa’s on aisle two.” Her voice was clear again when she returned. “I’ll check on her when I close up shop and take some groceries while I’m at it.”

      “Thank you so much.” The sense of relief uncoiled some of the tension in Lyra’s muscles. “I know you need to get back to work.”

      “Where are you?” The sound of Becca’s voice returned to concerned.

      Lyra clenched the phone tighter. “I’m at a friend’s house.”

      “Yes, Mrs. Parker, I’ll be right with you,” Becca said, sounding distant again until she replied to Lyra, “Gotta go, sweetie. Don’t worry about Mrs. Yosko.”

      “Thank you.” Lyra relaxed her hold on the phone. “Bye.”

      When she punched the off button, Lyra closed her eyes for a moment. Thank goodness Becca could check in on Mrs. Y.

      Lyra sat on the edge of the bed and stared into space for a moment. She should be there. She should be the one taking care of Mrs. Yosko. She’d come to care for the older lady so much.

      Lyra’s life in Bisbee had been so comfortable, and she’d even grown happy there. Now that was gone. Forever gone.

      Damn Neal. Damn him, damn him, damn him.

      She buried her face in her hands. She was so tired. So tired of being on the run. So tired of always wondering if The People were going to find her.

      It was never going to end. No matter what she did, Neal would be there, somewhere. Even if she escaped this time, she would continue to live her life looking over her shoulder. She didn’t know if she’d ever find any kind of peace, especially with Neal forming satellite compounds all over the United States.

      Lyra startled when her cell phone played its musical tune.

      She eased off the bed and went to it. When she checked the caller ID, it simply said, “Unknown.” Not unusual—that’s what it usually said when her landlord called her. But Nick had said to use his secure line, so she let the call go to voice mail. A good minute later the display said she had a message, so she dialed her voicemail box again.

      The moment she heard the voice in the message she felt blood drain away from her face to her toes. Her legs trembled so badly she had to sit on the bed to keep from falling.

      “Lyra,” came Neal’s voice. “It’s time to come back to the fold.” His tone had an almost hypnotic effect on some people. So smooth, calming, and masculine.

      But it had the opposite effect on Lyra. It caused her stomach to clench so hard it hurt.

      “Come home and meet your destiny, Lyra.” His voice grew more intense. “Come and save your mother.”

      A strangled sound came from Lyra’s throat. Save her mother?

      Neal added, “You will call me, too, if you want to see the old lady again.” He clearly enunciated a phone number as Lyra’s body went ice-cold.

      Old lady? He couldn’t be talking about her mother. She was only forty-five.

      “Not long now. Soon my semen will be in your body and you’ll conceive our special child.”

      Lyra slapped her hand over her mouth. The phone bounced off the bed and clattered on the floor when she dropped it. She bolted into the bathroom.

      She fell to her knees in front of the toilet and threw up.

      OhGodohGodohGod.

      Her head spun as the taste of acid filled her mouth. She couldn’t get his words or the sound of his voice out of her head and she heaved until nothing else would come up.

      

      The sound of sobbing tore at Dare’s heart when he started to pass by the bedroom Lyra was using.

      He strode through the doorway. In one sweep of his gaze he saw the phone receiver lying on the hardwood floor, but he ignored it. Lyra’s sobs came from the bathroom and he hurried to her.

      Dare found her on her knees with her hands braced on the toilet seat. Her arms trembled and her body shook with the force of her tears.

      “Lyra. Honey.” He went to her and saw she’d lost her breakfast in the toilet. He gently took her by the shoulders and she jerked as if startled by his touch.

      “No,” she said as he drew her to her feet. She kept her gaze off of him. “I don’t want you to see me like this.” When she was standing, he guided her to the sink. “I’m here for you and I’m not leaving.”

      Her shoulders continued to tremble as he turned on the cold water that would be bracing and help her regain some control. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders as she cupped her hands beneath the running water and splashed her face with it.

      “Give me a minute.” Lyra couldn’t keep the shakiness or embarrassment out of her voice. “Just wait for me in the bedroom.”

      “Are you sure?” He sounded so concerned she cried a little harder.

      “Yes. Go. Please.”

      Dare gave her shoulders another squeeze, released her, and walked out of the bathroom. She raised her head and shut the door behind him. Why did he have to find her like this, so out of control, and having puked her guts up?

      She rinsed out her mouth, splashed more water on her face, and flushed the toilet, trying not to look at the contents. The acidic smell was still strong, and she had a few more dry heaves before she calmed down long enough to wash her hands and face and rinse her mouth out again. It was all she could do to force thoughts of Neal and his voice from her mind, to keep from bursting into more tears, and to focus on the important parts of the message.

      Her mother. He’d made threats against her mother. But what did he mean by “old lady”?

      Mrs. Yosko. Oh, God. He couldn’t have.

      When Lyra could finally raise her head, she looked into the mirror. Her face was white, but her eyelids and the skin around her eyes were red and swollen. After a few more splashes of cold water on her cheeks and eyelids, she dried off with a hand towel, took a deep breath, and pushed her short hair behind her ears.

      Her movements were slow and deliberate. She needed a few more moments before facing Dare and what Neal had said, along with the fact that she had to call him. She’d left her toiletry items in the bathroom, so she brushed her teeth, the mint paste taking away the acidic taste that had been in her mouth.

      When she was ready, she took a deep breath, straightened her spine, and pushed the bathroom door open.

      Dare was sitting on the bed, the phone receiver gripped tightly in one fist. His look of fury would have scared her to death if she hadn’t gotten to know him, and if she thought it was directed toward her.

      Slowly he lifted his gaze and met hers. “He called you,” Dare stated.

      Lyra took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “You listened to the message.”

      He nodded.

      She shoved her hand into her hair and clenched it in her fist so tightly it hurt. Welcome pain.

      The lines around his mouth softened and she could tell he was attempting to calm himself for her benefit. She bit her lower lip and tried to take a step forward but couldn’t.

      He got to his feet in a lithe, smooth movement. When he reached her, he wrapped his arms around her and drew her close so that her cheek rested against his chest. She slid her own arms around his waist and held on as tightly as she could. His embrace and his masculine scent were so comforting that she couldn’t help but relax and sink into him, never wanting to let him go.

      For a long time Dare simply held her and rocked her. “It’ll be all right,” he said against her hair. “I’ll make sure it is.”

      “How can you?” she whispered. “He threatened my mother. And I think he has Mrs. Yosko.”

      Dare did his best to control his emotions as he held Lyra. He breathed deeply and forced himself to calm down the best he could. That bastard had left a message that had Dare boiling with rage. “We’ll figure something out.”

      She raised her head and looked at him. Her voice sounded rusty and unused as she said, “I’ve got to call Neal now.”

      “I don’t want to ever see you hurting so badly again.” Dare gently stroked her hair that sifted through his fingers like strands of silk. “I’ll kill that sonofabitch before he ever gets near you.”

      Lyra gave a long, shuddering breath. “You’re not going to kill him.” Her expression hardened. “I am.”

      Dare couldn’t help a brief smile. “That’s my girl.” She was so complex. Vulnerable yet strong. She’d been through so much. She was a survivor. He continued to stroke her hair. “Although I’m not going to give you the chance.”

      “This is my fight, Dare.” She narrowed her eyes. “I’m so tired of running. So tired of looking over my shoulder. Somehow this has got to end. I just don’t know how.” A flicker of wry humor twisted her mouth. “I could always cut Neal’s dick off.”

      Dare winced but gave a soft laugh. “I’ll provide the knife.”

      Her face paled. “I need to get this over with. I need to call him back.”

      The musical ring tone of Lyra’s cell phone caused her to startle in his arms, and Dare’s muscles tensed. He picked up the phone and saw “Becca Cell” on the caller ID.

      Lyra took the phone from him. “It’s my friend.”

      “Let it go to voice mail,” Dare said.

      She took a deep breath and nodded. A few moments later when she checked her message from Nick’s line, her heart stuttered at the panic in Becca’s voice. “Call me on my cell. Right away.”

      Heart pounding, Lyra phoned Becca. Her friend started to speak and words tumbled from her mouth. “Mrs. Yosko—she’s not here. Her door was open and I went in to make sure she was okay. I’ve searched the whole house. She’s not here, Linda. Anywhere.”

      Lyra’s knees went weak and she sat on the edge of the bed. She glanced at Dare and he had a hard look on his face.

      Oh, God. Neal really has her.

      “Call nine-one-one” Lyra said, her voice trembling. “She sometimes takes walks. Maybe she got lost.”

      “I’ll do it now,” Becca said. “She couldn’t have gotten far, could she?”

      Guilt washed over Lyra in a hot wave. “I haven’t been there for three days. I don’t know.”

      Becca went silent. So quiet that the hair at the nape of Lyra’s neck prickled.

      “I just spotted a note on the countertop, beside Mrs. Yosko’s address book. The book is open to where your name and cell phone number are,” Becca said slowly. “The note says, ‘Let Lyra Collins know the old lady is safe in the compound.’” Becca paused as Lyra’s spine went ramrod straight. “Who’s Lyra?” Becca asked. “What does it mean by ‘compound’?”

      “Lyra’s a-a friend of Mrs. Yosko.” Lyra pressed her fingertips to her forehead. “The compound is—is a sort of retirement center. I’ll go visit her.”

      “So, everything’s okay?” Becca asked. “I don’t need to call the police?”

      Police? Should they call the police? Could they do anything? She needed to talk to Dare first. He’d know what to do.

      “Yeah, she’s fine,” Lyra said, pressing her fingertips harder against her skull. “I’ll call you.”

      Becca said after a moment’s hesitation, “All right. Talk with you later.” She disconnected the call.

      When Lyra pushed the off button on Nick’s phone, she looked up at Dare, who was now standing beside her, and a tear rolled from one of her eyes. “The People do have Mrs. Yosko. They left a note saying she’s at the compound. I don’t know which one. The People could have taken her to Oregon for all I know.”

      Dare shoved his hand through his hair, and that dark fury was on his features again. “Shit.”

      “Should we call the police?” She stood and moved toward him. “I’m afraid he’ll hurt my mother. I’m afraid he’ll hurt Mrs. Yosko if we do. But we’ve got to get her.” Lyra clenched the phone. “Mrs. Y—she has meds that she takes every day.”

      Lyra started dialing her voice mail, sick to her stomach that she’d have to listen to Neal’s voice and his threats against her mother and her friend.

      “I wrote down the phone number while you were in the bathroom.” Dare picked up a notepad—trust Nick to have a pen and paper in the room. Dare reached for the receiver she was holding. “Let me call the sonofabitch.”

      “No.” She drew away and stepped back. “It’s time I dealt with this.”

      Even as his features darkened, she dialed the number she saw on the pad.

      When Neal answered, she couldn’t open her mouth to say anything.

      “Lyra,” came Neal’s smooth voice. “I know you’re there. I can hear you breathing.”

      She swallowed and forced herself to speak. Even though she knew her words wouldn’t make a difference, she still said, “Have Adam and Mark bring her back, Neal. Mrs. Yosko’s dependent on medications. She could die if you don’t take her home.”

      “Come back to The People,” Neal said in his deep, hypnotic voice. “Bring the cowboy. He can take the old lady. But you, your place is beside me.”

      Bitter tears stung Lyra’s eyes, but she refused to let them fall. “The Prophecy is bull and you know it. Stop chasing me and let Mrs. Yosko go.”

      “It’s a simple exchange,” he said, and she closed her eyes as he spoke, fighting to slow her breathing. “You belong in the fold, serving the Light.”

      The sick feeling in her belly warred with fury that burned through her like wildfire. She opened her eyes. Vaguely she was aware of Dare stirring beside her, but she couldn’t look at him.

      “Let Mrs. Yosko go,” she said in a voice so calm it surprised her.

      “It looks like I’ll have to teach you your place when you return,” Neal said with a hard edge to his normally serene voice. “I’ll take it out on your mother for now.”

      “No.” Lyra shouted. “Don’t touch her.”

      “Then be at the Huachuca compound gate at ten tonight. The old lady will be waiting for the cowboy, and your mother won’t be harmed. Mark and Adam will be ready for you, and they’ll bring you to me.”

      “You bast—” Lyra started to scream, but the connection went dead.

      She jammed her finger against the off button and almost flung the receiver across the room. Instead, she took a deep breath and looked up at Dare. “Mark and Adam will trade Mrs. Yosko for me. Ten tonight. Huachuca compound gate.”

      “Like hell.” Dare took Lyra by the shoulders. “I’m not making any kind of trade. We’re going to get Mrs. Yosko out and keep you away from those SOBs.”

      “If I don’t go,” she said, her voice shaking, “he’ll hurt my mother. And Mrs. Yosko could die without her meds.”

      “Nick and I will take care of Mrs. Yosko,” Dare said. “Then we’ll figure out a way to get your mother out of the Oregon compound while exposing the bastard for weapons, drugs, rape, child molestation. We will figure out a way to get him.”

      “I’m the only way.” Lyra’s face was sheet-white. “Neal wants me so badly to fulfill that stupid Prophecy that I really don’t have a choice.”

      Dare could barely keep himself from taking her by the shoulders and shaking some sense into her. ‘‘No,” he said in a low growl. “That’s not going to happen.”

      Lyra clenched her fists at her sides. “If I choose to help, that’s my right.”

      He braced one hand on the bedpost and ran his hand over his face, trying to control his emotions. All he wanted to do was protect her, hold her, and never let her go.

      Dare did his best to keep his voice calm and controlled. “I don’t give a damn what you think your rights are. The discussion ends now. You will not go near that compound.”

      Lyra’s complexion went from pale to scarlet. She opened her mouth. Shut it. Whirled away from him and marched out of the room.
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      “They’re well protected, but we can come up with a plan and rescue the old lady,” Dare said, his fury like a hot blast to his skin.

      They were in the surveillance room. Dare braced his hands on a portion of the wide polished wood that ran the length of the room, curved, and extended from another wall. A few padded chairs were positioned in front of monitors. Nick sat in one of the chairs, his fingers tapping on a keyboard as he and Dare both stared at a screen. A grid moved in various angles across the screen.

      Dare pointed to a spot on the digital map. “There. We could take out the guards and cut through the fence.”

      “The guards are armed better than a Mexican cartel.” Nick tapped the keyboard and this time a clearer picture of the compound came up. He zoomed in close enough that he saw guards bearing powerful weaponry. “AK-47s and M249s.”

      Nick pointed to the screen. “Two ten-foot-high chain-link fences,” he said, and Dare ground his teeth at the sight of the double fencing surrounding the compound.

      Nick continued, “Looks like five-foot-wide rolls of razor wire from the inside to the outside fence.” He clicked more keys on the keyboard and the view drew back as he said, “Guards stationed every twenty feet around the perimeter inside and out. We’ll have to take out anyone who gets in our way.”

      “Now that we know what we’re going to do with the guards,” Dare said, “tell me what you’ve got for explosives.”

      

      After donning his Kevlar vest, Dare shoved daggers into the outside sheath of each boot while he stood in Nick’s great room. He tried to shake off the fury that had gripped him since Neal Barker had first left the message for Lyra.

      To prepare for the attack, Dare had borrowed gear from Nick. He’d dressed all in black from the pants he had stuffed into the rubber-soled boots specially designed for recon to the black cap he was wearing. He’d slung a utility belt around his waist with more ammunition and a couple of Nick’s IEDs—Improvised Explosive Devices. His Glock was tucked into the back of his pants and his SIG-Sauer 226 in the utility belt. His shirt was long-sleeved to protect his arms.

      Nick was decked out and armed much the same.

      Lyra came upstairs, through the archway. She wore a black T-shirt with her blue jeans and athletic shoes. “You’re not leaving me,” she said when she reached them. “I’m going with you.”

      “Hell, no.” Dare shoved another knife into his utility belt and glared at Lyra. Just the thought of putting her in any kind of danger made his gut tighten.

      She glared right back. “This is my fight, too. As a matter of fact, this whole thing is because of me. None of this would have happened if it wasn’t for the fact that Neal is so obsessed with me and his freaking Prophecy.”

      “You’re staying here.” Dare brushed past Lyra toward the back door that led to the garage. The soles of his boots didn’t make a sound as he moved. “End of discussion.”

      Lyra wanted to scream at the stubborn man and stomp her feet like a child. How ironic that the one place she didn’t want to be was the one place she had to go. She’d been running for years. But she was tired of running and now it was time to turn and face Neal, to walk into the lion’s den to save her friend, the woman who had been like a grandmother to her, and to save her own mother.

      With her hands on her hips, she said, “You can’t make me stay.”

      He stopped long enough to cast a look over his shoulder. “You’re not going with us.”

      “Oooooh.” Lyra clenched her hands into fists as Nick strode by her and followed Dare through the kitchen. “Listen, you SOB,” she said as she followed them.

      They shut the door in her face. A couple of high-pitched beeps and the sound of door locks slamming home caused her to stumble back.

      They didn’t. They hadn’t just locked her inside the house. No way.

      Beyond pissed, Lyra jerked on the handle, but it didn’t budge. Heat kicked in and she banged her fist against the door. “Let me out.” She hit it so hard her hand hurt. The door was so solid the only sound was the thump of her fist against the wood.

      She lowered her hands. For a moment she gripped them tightly, then dropped her head forward in defeat, her forehead against the wood. “That SOB” Her limbs began to tremble with the force of her anger, and she raised her chin again.

      There had to be some way out of this house. She went to the front door. Locked. The glass arcadia doors that led to a lush green backyard was just as frozen shut. It was like Nick had some kind of lockdown on the place.

      “Dammit.” She plopped down in one of the cushioned chairs in the great room and stared into space. A tingle crept up the back of her neck. What if something happened to Dare or Nick? She bit her lower lip hard, but the pain was welcome. She couldn’t bear it if Dare was hurt, or worse. Not to mention Nick and Mrs. Yosko.

      And what about her mother? Lyra had never forgiven her mother all these years for taking them into the cult. But Lyra didn’t want to see Sara abused because of her.

      And because Dare hadn’t taken Lyra, now her mother was in jeopardy, as well as Mrs. Y.

      Lyra ground her teeth. Damn him.

      Now all she could do was sit and wait.

      

      Nick drove the Jeep toward the foot of the Huachuca Mountains, the vehicle’s headlights slicing a path through the darkness. During the drive neither man spoke. The only sounds were the hum of wheels over asphalt, the infrequent whoosh of a car passing by, and the occasional sound of Nick changing gears.

      Both men knew the base of the Huachucas fairly well, and the compound was in an area that Dare was more than familiar with. The compound was laid out in a large empty stretch surrounded by thick vegetation.

      Instead of heading directly up to the front gate, Nick drove the specially equipped four-wheel-drive Jeep along a back trail. Pine and oak, as well as pinon trees and century plants, grew thick along the rocky dirt road they were traveling on. He shut off the lights and they both donned night-vision goggles.

      When they came as close to the compound as they dared, Nick shut the Jeep down. For a moment there was only silence, with the exception of the slight tick of the vehicle from the heat of the engine. Nick and Dare both climbed out and Dare silently shut his door to walk to the driver’s side. He and Nick gave each other a quick nod before Nick slipped into the shadows and became one with the darkness.

      Dare swung himself up and into the Jeep’s driver’s seat and started the vehicle. Dirt and rocks crunched beneath the Jeep’s tires as he slowly drove back the way they came. When he reached the highway, he pulled onto it, flicked on his headlights, ripped off his night-vision goggles, buzzed up the windows, and headed for the compound’s front gate.

      It didn’t take long to reach the well-lit compound. Dare glanced at the Jeep’s illuminated clock. Twenty-two hundred hours—10:00 p.m.—on the dot.

      Two guards wearing fatigues were stationed to either side of the gate, their gazes focused on the Jeep. Both held AK-47s. Dare rolled the Jeep slowly to the gate and shut the vehicle down.

      He turned off the headlights.

      Despite the brightly lit compound, Dare couldn’t tell if one of the people in the compound was the old lady.

      He held on to the thread of hope that the dark-tinted windows of the Jeep would make it impossible for anyone to tell how many people sat inside.

      The twin front gates slowly swung open.

      Nick had better be in position.

      Dare jammed the keys in his pocket, took a deep breath, and climbed out of the vehicle. He started toward the guards. Blood rushed through his veins as he neared the compound.

      Just as he reached the first two guards, the heavens exploded.

      The guards’ attention whipped toward the wall of flames shooting up into the night sky.

      In that moment of distraction, Dare drew out his Glock and slammed the butt of his weapon against one of the guard’s temples, dropping him.

      In a fluid movement, Dare jammed his boot into the other guard’s midsection and took him out with one shot.

      More screams and shouts along with another explosion reamed the night. People ran from one direction and the next.

      Amidst all the chaos. Dare bolted for the next guard inside the front gate, who’d also swung his attention toward the explosion. The man turned and drew his gun. The compound was lit up brightly enough that Dare could pick off the man and two other guards before they knew what hit them.

      A quick scan and Dare’s gaze landed on an old lady. She looked at the men surrounding her, then straight at Dare.

      Four men stood around her, including Mark and Adam. Mark called out to more guards around the compound to bring Dare down.

      Explosion after explosion rocked the night.

      The armed men posted beside Mrs. Yosko didn’t move until they saw Dare running toward them. Both guards looked like they wanted to run but raised their weapons. Dare dropped and rolled, then took two shots. Both men collapsed to the ground.

      As soon as her guards were taken out, Mrs. Yosko started hauling ass toward the gate. Pretty fast for an old lady.

      Mark had been shouting directions but stopped when Dare reached him. As far as Dare could tell, Mark was unarmed, but Dare wasn’t taking any chances. He held his Glock in his left hand when he reached the bastard. In the next moment Dare’s right fist headed straight for the cult member’s nose.

      Mark countered with an upswing of his own, a powerful sweep that blocked Dare’s punch. Dare caught his balance, ducked to the left.

      Mark swung his fist toward Dare’s jaw and shouted, “Where’s Lyra?”

      “You’ll never get your hands on her,” Dare snarled.

      From his side vision. Dare saw three men in fatigues running toward them.

      With every ounce of strength he had, Dare slammed his fist into Mark’s jaw—the same jaw he’d hit the other day.

      The man’s head snapped back.

      He stumbled. Tripped and fell on his ass.

      Dare didn’t have time for the feeling of satisfaction that hit had given him. He’d needed the physical contact with the man who’d been chasing and threatening Lyra.

      With a powerful kick to his midsection. Dare took Adam down next. The unarmed man flew back and struck his head on the rocky ground.

      Dare’s heart pounded full throttle. Now he had three more men bearing down on him at once. He blew away the first. Before he could fire again, Nick was behind the men. He was a blur as he took down the two still standing, using blows to their necks, backs, and knees. They weren’t going anywhere.

      “Now.” Nick shouted as he bolted to the old lady. As soon as he reached her, he scooped Mrs. Yosko into his arms and ran for the gate. Mrs. Y clung to Nick and looked over his shoulder at Dare.

      Two guards wearing terrified expressions came at them as they reached the compound gates.

      Even holding the old lady, Nick took one man down with a single shot. Dare nailed the second with two.

      Nick and Dare ran for the Jeep with Dare guarding Nick’s back.

      Shots pelted the ground. One whizzed by Dare’s ear. Fuck. That was close.

      Nick deposited Mrs. Y in the back, then swung himself into the passenger seat while slamming the door behind him.

      Dare was already in the driver’s seat. He jammed the keys into the ignition, started the Jeep, and put it into gear.

      He kept the headlights off as he spun the vehicle away from the compound. Nick handed him a pair of night-vision goggles, and he jerked them on as the Jeep tore down the road in the darkness.

      Pings against metal. The bulletproof back window took several drummings.

      Dare floored it. When they reached the desolate highway, the Jeep skidded onto the asphalt. It fishtailed and then evened out as he pushed the vehicle to its limit.

      “Clear.” Nick’s sigh of relief was audible. “You sure know how to throw a party.”

      Dare ripped off his goggles at the same time he flooded the highway with the Jeep’s headlights. He cast a glance over his shoulder at Mrs. Yosko, whose hair was wild about her face, but she had a lucid, determined look to her expression.

      Just as he turned back to the road, the old lady said in an irritated voice, “They didn’t let me bring my cat.”

      

      Lyra died a thousand deaths as she paced in her bedroom. She rubbed her arms, feeling cold and hot all at once. How were Dare and Nick? Mrs.Yosko? Would any of them be hurt or killed?

      Lyra paced and paced. She couldn’t sit still for long. She needed to do something.

      The door to the bedroom jerked open.

      Dare.

      When she saw it was him, she ran to him and flung her arms around his neck. He smelled of smoke, dirt, and blood. The scratches she’d given him on his cheek when they’d met seemed fainter, but maybe that was because he had a nasty bruise developing around one eye. The bruise around his other eye from that first escape from her home was yellowing.

      She pulled away. “What about Nick and Mrs. Y?”

      “Here and barely a scratch.” Dare rubbed his forehead with dirty fingers.

      “What about you?” Lyra asked.

      He settled his hands on her waist. “I’m fine.”

      “Well, good,” she said just before she drew back and slammed her fist into his belly.

      Dare gave a grunt of surprise and bent slightly before straightening, a confused look on his face.

      “You bastard.” Lyra wiped angry tears from her eyes. His abs were so hard her hand ached. “Don’t you ever do that to me again. Don’t you leave me behind. And don’t put yourself in danger like that ever again.”

      He smiled. The jerk smiled. Just as she drew her hand back for another punch, he pulled her into his embrace, trapping her arms at her sides.

      She squirmed, trying to get away from him, and even kicked his shins like she had the first time he’d held her when trying to save her from The People. “Let me go.”

      Dare lowered his head so fast she didn’t have time to catch her breath before his mouth claimed hers. He kissed her hard and fierce and gripped her so tightly she felt like he was going to crush her.

      She fought against his kiss, against his touch, against his demands before she found herself just melting into him, as if she was a part of him. She gave in. Completely. Totally.

      She was his.

      He tasted and smelled so untamed, so masculine, and kissed her with more intensity than he ever had before. Something was different, as if adrenaline was still pumping through him and he needed to release it.

      She knew it was still thrumming through her, and it made her want him in ways she never had before.

      His erection was just as hard and as fierce against her belly as his kiss was to her mouth. Lyra couldn’t help it. She couldn’t stay mad. At least not now. She wanted him with a power so intense she could barely breathe from it.

      She’d read in a book once how warriors or soldiers had so much adrenaline pumping through them after a battle that they needed release through some kind of physical activity, especially sex.

      Dare was most definitely a warrior, and she felt that same need from her worry and her anger.

      When he drew back, the desire in his gaze was as marked as the feelings surging within her. It was a look filled with intensity, fire, passion. Her lips felt bruised from his kisses, her face raw from his stubble. “Now,” he said in a growl.

      She nodded and hurried to remove her shoes and jeans. Dare just laid his utility belt on a chair, shoved his pants down far enough to free his erection, and took her to the floor. She gave a cry of surprise, but he was gentle despite the ferocity of his expression.

      Immediately he was between her thighs. He braced his arms to either side of her chest. His jaw tensed and he thrust.

      Lyra cried out at the sudden invasion and pleasure. He was so big, so passionate, so powerful. She couldn’t take her eyes from his as he drove in and out. The feel of his pants scraping the insides of her thighs somehow heightened her pleasure. She gripped his biceps that flexed with every thrust and dug her nails into his skin. Sweat dripped down his forehead and the sides of his head, and dirt smudged his cheeks and jaws.

      The feelings. So many feelings. Anger, fear, worry, desire, all wound up inside her. She felt herself spiraling, spinning, heading for territory she’d never been to before.

      Darkness clouded her vision. Stars sparked in the darkness that almost kept her from seeing Dare’s eyes. Her mind spun. Her body spiraled. Her orgasm exploded through her.

      Her body bucked and his every thrust made her cry out.

      He climaxed hard. When he stopped, he held himself above her, his eyes still closed, his biceps tense, the line of his neck taut.

      His breathing was deep and hard, and she swore she could hear the pounding of both of their hearts.

      When he finally opened his eyes, he looked at her just before taking her mouth again in a rough kiss. She knew that with the power of their joined feelings on this night, they could keep going and going.

      He raised his head and studied her with a look still filled with intensity, fire, passion. Her lips felt bruised from his kisses, her thighs and sex bruised from his thrusts, her back and tailbone bruised from the floor.

      In all her life, she’d never felt so alive.
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      The heat between them was incredible, and Lyra trembled from the force of their joining and the power of their need.

      Her hand ached from when she’d punched him, but he didn’t even sport a red mark where her fist had landed against his firm abs. They rose and she wrapped her arms around his waist and hugged him. He engulfed her in his strong embrace and rested his chin on top of her head. He was so tense she felt it in the rigidity of his body against hers.

      Dare still felt pumped from the small war they’d waged, but he had lessened it by taking Lyra. At that thought he sobered. “Did I hurt you?”

      She moved her soft lips to his chest and kissed him, flicking her tongue out and sending a rod of desire straight through him. “I’m fine.”

      Despite the fact that he wanted to take her again. Dare and Lyra took quick showers, then dressed. They started to leave the room to check on Nick and Mrs. Yosko.

      Lyra’s cell phone rang.

      She came to a complete stop. Dropped her hands to her sides, her eyes locked with Dare’s.

      Her stomach churned.

      Who was calling this late?

      Neal?

      Dare’s expression was grim as he pushed past her and picked up the cell. He glanced at the display. “It says ‘Becca home.’”

      A whoosh of relief went through Lyra. “That means she’s calling me from her home number.” She looked at Dare. “I know. Call her back from Nick’s secure line.”

      He nodded. When her cell phone stopped ringing, she went to the phone beside the bed and picked up the portable receiver. She dialed Becca’s number and her friend picked up on the third ring.

      “Hello?” Becca’s voice sounded tentative.

      “It’s me,” Lyra said. “You just called and I missed it.”

      “Oh.” Becca sounded both relieved and stressed at the same time. “I was calling to tell you that I picked up Mrs. Yosko’s prescription medications for you. I, um, noticed them on the countertop when I found the note. Her cat seemed hungry, so I took her, too.”

      “Oh, good.” Lyra breathed out a long sigh. “Mrs. Y is here and she does need the meds right away. I know it’s late.” She glanced at the clock and saw it was after midnight. “But would you mind if I pick the meds and Dixie up in about thirty minutes?”

      “Not at all.” Becca’s voice perked up. “You know me. I like to stay up late.”

      “Wait.” Dare placed his hand over the mouthpiece. “Tell her to meet us in the middle of Bisbee High School’s parking lot, near the curb, where there’s plenty of light.”

      Lyra frowned but nodded. “Hey, Becca. Can you do me a favor? Meet me at BHS’s parking lot, by the curb where there’s light.”

      “Well, um, why?” Becca’s confusion came across loud and clear.

      “Humor me?” Lyra said, and tried to give a casual laugh.

      “Er, sure,” Becca said. “Thirty minutes at the high school lot.”

      “Thanks,” Lyra said. “I’ll see you in a few.”

      Becca clicked off. It was great that she’d had the foresight to get Mrs. Y’s cat and meds.

      Dare ran his fingers through his wet hair. “I don’t like this one bit.”

      “She needs her meds, and soon.” Lyra gave him a little shove so that she could walk past him. “Besides, Becca’s been one of my closest friends for a couple years now.”

      Lyra went upstairs and was relieved to see the elderly lady reclining on the easy chair in Nick’s great room. She looked a little tired but none the worse for wear. Lyra knelt beside Mrs. Y and brushed the woman’s cottony white hair from her face.

      “Are you all right, Mrs. Yosko?” Lyra said softly while her gaze swept over her, checking the woman for any visible signs of mistreatment.

      “Fine, girl. How are you holding up?” the elderly lady said with a frown.

      Lyra smiled, but it was a tired smile. “I’m okay.”

      Mrs. Y’s watery brown eyes were fixed on Lyra. “Dixie’s probably hungry.”

      “Of course.” Lyra took her friend’s hand and squeezed it. “We’ll get her and your meds for you right away.” She stood and let the woman’s hand slide from hers. “You need to stay the night. We’ve got to find someplace safe for you to go before you can leave. With those bad men around, you’re not safe.”

      “Sonsofbitches,” Mrs. Y grumbled, and Lyra smiled. The elderly lady still had her spirit, that was for sure. Mrs. Y met Lyra’s gaze. “Like I told you, you’ve got to stop running. Face them head-on and take them out,” Mrs. Y said before Lyra could respond. “You were always looking over your shoulder, dear.” The woman’s expression softened. “Knew you were on the run from something. Could see it in your eyes.”

      Lyra hugged Mrs. Yosko’s thin frame, her heart filled with love for the woman. The woman who had won Lyra’s trust and her friendship, something that had been so hard to give.

      As Lyra held her, Mrs. Y still had that comforting scent about her, but it mixed with smoke from what had happened tonight. What had she been through because of Lyra?

      “I’m sorry,” Lyra whispered. “If it wasn’t for me, if I’d faced them head-on to begin with, none of this would have happened.”

      Mrs. Yosko drew away and gave Lyra a look of reprimand. “Girl, it’s not your fault and you know it. Get over it. Now get the sonsofbitches.”

      Lyra’s lips trembled as she smiled. “That’s exactly what we’re going to do. Find some way to end this once and for all.”

      Drugs. Underage sex. Polygamy. Dare said those were all things that could put Neal Barker away if they could prove it. But how could they? And even if he was sentenced, would Neal come after her with more vengeance when he got out?

      She turned her attention to Mrs. Yosko and her heart thundered. The woman had leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. She looked weak and as if she might faint.

      Lyra whipped around to face Dare, who had come up behind her. “We’ve got to get her meds. Now.”

      Dare took a deep breath. Would the cult members have reacted this fast?

      Hell, yeah.

      Dare raked his hand through his hair. “I don’t want to take any chances with you, honey. You shouldn’t go.”

      “Give me a break.” Lyra headed for the front door. “Besides, Dixie—Mrs. Y’s cat—doesn’t usually take to strangers.” She glared back at him. “This time you are not leaving me.”

      Dare pulled on his black cap. His weapons belt hung from his waist, his Glock at his back. He was prepared for just about anything.

      He sure as hell hoped he was.

      

      Dare’s muscles remained tense as he guided his sports car through the Mule Pass Tunnel and then onto the street that would lead them to the main drag in Historic Bisbee, then on to the road that ran by BHS. It was close to 1:00 a.m. Exhaustion blurred his eyesight before it cleared again.

      When they reached the lot, Dare instantly took in everything in sight. The green Buick at the curb had seen much better days. A dark-haired woman stood next to the car holding a calico cat.

      He rolled his sports car to a stop beside the sedan.

      In a quick sweep, he saw the woman looking beyond nervous as she stood by the driver’s side door holding the cat. The cat squirmed, trying to get out of Becca’s arms.

      And then he saw it. The trunk wasn’t closed properly.

      Before he could stop her, Lyra opened the passenger door and climbed out with speed that surprised him. “Becca,” she said. “Thanks so much.”

      “Lyra.” he shouted. “Back in the car.”

      She ignored him. Dare had his Glock in his hand when he opened his own door and rushed out.

      Dixie bounded from the woman’s arms to the ground and arched her back. Gave a loud yowl and a hiss.

      The calico cat’s actions startled Lyra so badly she held her hand to her heart. Dixie rarely made any sounds, and Lyra had never heard her yowl like that.

      Hair prickled at the nape of Lyra’s neck as Dare grabbed her arm. “In the car. Now.”

      The trunk of the sedan sprang open. Before he could get a fix on the shadowy forms, something pierced his clothing and buried itself in his thigh.

      He aimed toward the trunk even as dizziness started to overcome him. He tried to get off a couple of shots, but Becca and Lyra were in the way.

      Dare stumbled. His legs gave out and he collapsed. His head slammed against the asphalt.

      For a moment he heard voices as his head spun.

      Then there was nothing but blackness.

      

      Lyra’s heart lurched, harder, faster.

      “Dare.” She screamed as he crumpled onto the parking lot. He had some kind of dart sticking out of his thigh.

      Her gaze shot up to see Mark with a satisfied smirk on his bruised face and a gun in his hands. Adam was climbing out of the trunk behind him.

      “You bastard.” she shouted as she charged him. She had her fist out, ready to slam it into Mark’s face, when Adam caught her upper arms from behind and jerked her backward. She stumbled, her feet almost flying out from under her before she regained her footing.

      Mark’s smirk only increased as she screamed and fought against Adam’s hold.

      She threw a look at her friend. “Becca. Use your cell phone and call the police.”

      Becca wrung her hands and looked apologetic. “I needed the money, Linda. I’m sorry.”

      “What?” Lyra went still and Adam tightened his grip on her. A slow buzzing started in her head. “Money?”

      “The store is going under.” Becca’s voice trembled. “When they came to me and explained everything, I knew it was the right thing to do.”

      Lyra just stared at Becca, feeling like the world was caving in. “You—you were my friend.”

      Becca licked, her lips. “Like I said, they explained how you belong in Oregon with your family—and all about your mental illness. You’ll be okay.”

      Lyra couldn’t think of a thing to say. She’d grown to trust Becca. Now that trust was gone. Gone. Gone.

      “It’s time to take you home,” came Adam’s voice behind her just before his hand covered her mouth and nose and she felt a sharp poke as he buried something in her right hip.

      Drugs. A dart like what they’d done to Dare.

      What had they put into her body?

      She struggled against Adam’s grip, fighting with everything she had.

      An odd feeling overcame her. She felt paralyzed. Floppy. Suddenly she had to focus all of her energy on breathing.

      “I’m sorry.” Becca’s voice sounded distant, hollow.

      Adam gripped Lyra under her arms. Mark picked up her useless legs.

      As if she were a rag doll, they carried her to the trunk of the car.

      The stars above blurred.

      Darkness swept her away.

      

      Jackhammers pounded inside Dare’s skull. He tried to open his eyes, but a bright light shot more pain through his head and he shut them tight again.

      “What the hell?” Every word pounded inside his head.

      It all came back in a flood of memories. He and Lyra had been meeting a woman named Becca. Lyra had jumped out of the car and he had gone after her. The car trunk of the sedan had opened and pain had slammed into his thigh.

      This time he did get his eyes open despite the pain and the bright light somewhere overhead. His head felt like cotton was wrapped around his brain and he had to shake the feeling off.

      He was lying underneath one of the high school’s curb-side lights. His head ached like a motherfucker. Slowly—because the pounding in his head wouldn’t let him turn much faster—he pushed himself up. His car was still running.

      A cat’s loud yowl screamed through his head. The calico cat walked back and forth in front of Dare’s face, her tail twitching. On the ground where the sedan had been was a large clear baggie filled with what looked like bottles of prescription drugs.

      He blinked. Tried to focus better. The cat meowed again.

      He pushed himself to his feet. His thigh burned and he looked down to see a dart poking out of his leg. He yanked it out. It was a thin cylinder, about six inches long. A syringe. He brought it a few inches from his face. Veterinary. No doubt stolen. No doubt something to disable him while they carted Lyra away.

      He spotted another syringe on the ground. His head spun as he leaned down, but he managed to grab it. Same thing.

      Lyra was gone. The bastards had her and had used the same method to disable her. And she was helpless. If the assholes got the dose wrong, she might even be dying—or dead.

      His mind still reeling, he stumbled to his car. His balance was off from the concussion he’d suffered from hitting his head on the asphalt when he went down. He had to hang on to the open car door until his head stopped spinning.

      Dare braced both hands on top of the car. Pain and rage seared him so completely he couldn’t see. Guilt lay like a heavy weight in his gut.

      She couldn’t be dead. No. They wouldn’t take a chance like that. Their stupid Prophecy—that scum Neal would want her alive, just not able to fight back.

      Dare clenched his fists. He had lost Lyra, but he was damn sure going to get her back.

      He pushed himself away from the car, his head clearing with his determination. He almost fell over when he picked up the baggie of meds. When he opened the car door, he tossed the bag onto the passenger seat.

      Then he wrapped his hands around the cat’s middle. She meowed again as he settled her into the passenger seat, next to the baggie. She looked both indignant and irritated—or something. He slid into the driver’s seat to find the keys dangling from the column. Of course. The car was still running.

      A vein in his forehead began to pulse in time with the pounding in his head. He ground his teeth. His whole body shook with fury as the full realization hit him.

      He hadn’t protected Lyra like he’d promised her.

      Dare put the car in gear and started to head toward Nick’s. His feet were so leaden as he pushed in the clutch and changed gears, he wished he’d bought a car with an automatic transmission.

      The cat screamed and dug her claws into the leather upholstery. The scent of piss was strong as the scared cat clung to the car seat.

      By the time he reached Nick’s place Dare was ready to tear Neal Barker apart, piece by fucking piece.

      After Nick opened the front door, Dare let the cat jump to the floor before he slammed the door shut behind him. His body was shaking almost uncontrollably.

      “Lyra?” Nick said in a too-calm voice.

      Dare swung around to face him, hands clenched into fists. Goddamn, but he needed to hit someone, something, anything.

      “They got her.” Dare’s words came out like a roar. “I didn’t protect her. They got her.”

      Nick scrubbed his hand over his face. “I figured.”

      The cat yowled.

      Dare told Nick the full story. “Before I passed out, I think I heard them say ‘Oregon.’ I think they’re taking her there.”

      Nick’s face darkened and when his gaze met Dare’s, his eyes were cold, calculating.

      Nick went to the wet bar, took out a bottle of scotch, and poured a shot. He strode back to Dare, carrying the scotch, and handed the shot glass to him.

      Dare took it without question and slammed it back. The scotch was expensive and smooth, but it still burned the back of his throat as it went down. Nick took the empty glass from Dare’s hand, refilled it, and gave it back to him. He downed it, welcoming the slow burn. It cleared the fog from his mind and took the edge off his rage.

      “It’s almost oh four hundred.” Nick filled the glass again. “You’re not going to be worth shit if you don’t get some rest, even if it’s only an hour or two,” he said as Dare swallowed a third shot.

      Everything within Dare shouted at him to go to the Oregon compound now and get Lyra out. But he recognized the fact that this time they would have to have reinforcements. Neal would be more than prepared for an attack.

      Dare wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Despite himself, the tenseness in his muscles eased due to the scotch. “All right.” He handed the glass back to Nick, who filled it for a fourth time. After Dare slammed it back, he could feel the alcohol starting to take effect. He rarely drank more than a beer or two, and this scotch was going to knock him on his ass.

      This time he placed the shot glass upside down on the top of the bottle of scotch, then dug into his pockets for the baggie with Mrs. Y’s meds. His sight was already blurring as he took the meds to the wet bar and set the bag on the granite surface. “Directions probably on the bottles. You know what to do.”

      His whole body was on fire from the scotch and his muscles were relaxing to the point where he knew he wouldn’t be able to stand much longer. Not to mention he was still reeling from the blow to his head. He stumbled to the couch and fell flat on his back.

      “An hour,” he mumbled as his sight started to darken. “Wake me up in an hour.”

      

      Dare woke with a start from his recurring nightmare—the bullet hole in his partner’s head wouldn’t leave his mind. Dare’s throat closed as he thought of how he’d let down his partner.

      And now, Lyra.

      Dim light from the skylights told Dare it was early morning. Damn, he’d only planned on sleeping an hour at the most. He didn’t need sleep. He needed to get to Lyra.

      Dare slid his hand over his face. It came away slick with sweat. He swung his legs over the side of the couch and pushed himself to a sitting position. His head spun from the movement and he had to grip the couch cushions until his knuckles ached in order to steady himself. He was pretty sure it was mostly from the drugs and concussion rather than the scotch.

      But neither dulled the stark fact. Dare buried his face in his hands.

      He’d lost Lyra.

      And he’d fallen in love with the woman who was now back in her own personal hell.
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      She was dreaming. No, it was a nightmare. Lyra kept her eyes shut tight and refused to open them. It wasn’t possible she was back in the hands of The People. It wasn’t.

      Coarse cloth covered her body, and it chafed her bare breasts. She was naked beneath a robe, its sash tight around her waist. The feel of the handwoven cloth on her body was too familiar for this to be a dream.

      As were the ties at her wrists and ankles. She was flat on her back on some kind of thin mattress, bound, and spread-eagled. Her bindings were made of thick twine and didn’t give a fraction when she tugged against them. Her wrists and ankles ached, her head pounded.

      Tears threatened to spill from behind her closed eyelids, but Lyra forced herself to concentrate on her anger instead.

      Damn Neal. Damn him.

      And someone she’d trusted had betrayed her. Becca had taken money in trade for Lyra’s freedom.

      Her eyes burned even more. It had been so hard to trust anyone, and once again she’d been screwed over.

      She’d trusted Dare to protect her, and here she was.

      No, it wasn’t his fault. She’d known from the beginning that she was responsible for her destiny. She should have insisted on running again until he finally let her go. Even as the thought crossed her mind, she knew that would never have happened. He had considered it his duty to protect her.

      Lyra bit her lower lip. No more thoughts of that or anything else. She had to focus on the present.

      She needed to open her eyes. She had to face reality eventually. And the sooner she came to terms with her predicament, the sooner she could start making plans on how to get out of it.

      Slowly she lifted her eyelids. Blinked. Her mind spun, and she shut her eyes. When she finally blinked again, some of the fuzziness slipped away. Her surroundings gradually came into focus. She felt soreness in her hip where the men had plunged the needle.

      She was someplace dim, and canvas slanted from poles. A tent, of course. The People lived in tents—except for Neal. He had always lived in the Temple itself.

      At the thought of him, her stomach churned. Every time she had thought of him over the past five years, she would get sick to her stomach. Now it was worse.

      This was a much larger tent than she ever remembered any of The People living in. None of The People were allowed to have anything larger than a small tent, or to own anything save their clothing. Everything else was shared and made by The People themselves. They made their own clothing, blankets, soaps, shampoos, candles, and so on.

      There was a light hanging from above, though. A real incandescent light. Probably lit from a generator. The People had to use candles in their tents, and only as long as necessary.

      She tilted her head to see more. She was lying on a thin mattress on the floor and she was tied to metal stakes that had been driven through the canvas floor and into the ground. When her gaze traveled the space, she felt woozy and had to close her eyes for a moment. She opened them and saw that the only other things were an altar, a burning red candle, and a strange object beside it.

      The flicker of the red candlelight through the glass jar was almost mesmerizing. She pulled her gaze from it and saw that the object beside the bar was a bong—she recognized it from being around Neal so much and from the heavy marijuana smell hanging in the air.

      A sudden thought knifed through her and she felt as if she’d been stabbed. She was naked beneath the robe.

      Had she been raped?

      She took deep gulps of air and tried to control her breathing. Of course not. She would have been able to tell the moment she woke up.

      A cold chill iced her heart. If Neal was successful and “married” her, she knew what he would force on her. The thought made her so nauseous that bile rose up in her throat and she felt like throwing up again. She shoved the thought back and steeled herself.

      Would Neal take advantage of her while she was tied up?

      The Prophecy.

      A huge sigh of relief eased through her, and her muscles relaxed some. Part of the Prophecy was that no one, including Neal, was to have sex with her until they were married. Only then would he consummate their joining.

      She closed her eyes for a moment until she was calm enough to open them again. She turned her thoughts to Dare, and a myriad of emotions welled within her. This time she almost did cry. She needed him. To hold her, to love her.

      Her heart ached and she bit her lower lip when a new realization hit her. She’d fallen in love with Dare, with everything about him.

      She loved Dare’s protectiveness, his determination to rescue those he cared about, even a woman and an old lady he didn’t know. His sense of humor, his easy camaraderie with his friend. His sexy grin. The way he kissed her, made love to her, and made her feel whole.

      No matter that she’d been taken, he had her trust…and her love.

      But she just might never see him again if she didn’t find some way out of this mess. Hope flickered within her. Dare and Nick had saved Mrs. Yosko. Could they save her in time, too? What about her mother?

      Lyra frowned. Was she in Arizona, or had they brought her to Oregon? She took a deep breath, and her heart sank. There could be no mistaking the clean Oregon air and the strong scents of cedar and Douglas fir.

      The canvas flap opened and more of the clean, humid mountain air flowed into the tent. For a moment she couldn’t make out the large, dark form ducking into the tent. But when the flap settled closed again and her eyes readjusted to the dimness of the tent, her body went cold.

      Neal.

      He hadn’t changed much in five years. He was still a good-looking man with his high cheekbones, blue eyes, and long black hair that passed his shoulders. He still had that same charismatic smile.

      A smile that made her stomach curdle.

      “Lyra.” Neal’s smile broadened as he lowered himself on one knee beside her. He brushed her hair from her face, and she flinched and tried to move her head away. As if she’d had no reaction to his touch, he continued to stroke her hair. “It’s good to have you back.”

      Lyra didn’t respond. She was afraid to. Too often she had witnessed new inductees being drugged until they settled into The People’s way of life. She needed her wits sharp and clear.

      Neal settled his hand on her belly and she recoiled—only her bonds kept her from moving more than a fraction. He smelled of marijuana.

      “Soon the new Messiah will be growing in your womb,” he said as he pressed his hand against her. “You’re ready now.”

      Lyra swallowed the acid rising up in her throat. She broke out in a sweat. Her stomach heaved. Her eyes watered.

      She turned her head to the side, facing Neal—and puked.

      “Fuck.” His shout as he scrambled away from her barely registered. “Too much juice in that tranquilizer,” he growled.

      She didn’t have much in her stomach, and dry heaves continued to wrack her body. Moisture ran from the corner of her mouth and she shuddered. She saw the swirl of his robe and felt the rush of air over her face as he stormed out of the tent.

      Lyra took deep breaths and turned her head to face the tent’s peak. A bitter laugh lodged in her throat. Yeah, right. A tranq didn’t have anything to do with it.

      In moments, a blond woman ducked into the tent and Lyra turned to look at her. Shock registered on her face, probably from seeing Lyra tied down. The woman carried several coarse cloths, two cups, and a cloth bag. She composed her features and knelt on the floor beside the mattress.

      “I’m Carrie.” The woman lifted the back of Lyra’s head and brought the cup to Lyra’s lips. “Take a drink of water, swish, and spit into this empty cup.”

      Water dribbled down her chin as she obeyed, but she was relieved to get most of the taste out of her mouth after a few swishes.

      When she finished, the woman named Carrie set the cups aside and she dabbed a wet cloth down the side of Lyra’s face. Carrie was pretty, with green eyes, a small nose, and her long blond hair tucked behind her ears. “I’m not even going to ask where you came from or how you ended up like this,” Carrie murmured. “I just hope he unties you soon.”

      “Sorry you have to clean this up.” Lyra looked back at the ceiling of the tent. She couldn’t watch Carrie or she’d end up with more dry heaves.

      The mattress dipped where Carrie wiped up the mess, and Lyra heard the sound of cloth scrubbing cloth. “Hope you feel better,” Carrie said, and Lyra turned to look at her. She stuffed the wet cloths into the bag, then picked it up along with the cups. The woman gave Lyra one last sad look and slipped out of the tent.

      Lyra gave a deep shuddering sigh as she stared up again. She still tasted and smelled acid, but it wasn’t as bad. Would she throw up every time Neal touched her?

      Again, canvas rustled and Neal entered the tent. His face appeared above hers and he scowled. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from spewing venom. That would definitely earn her a pill of some kind or another.

      “Don’t you have anything to say, Lyra?” Neal raised one eyebrow.

      “Please untie me.” She glanced up at one of her wrists and back to Neal. “They hurt.”

      He looked thoughtful for a moment. “My flock needs to see you with me before our joining tonight.”

      Tonight?

      “They need to see the woman who’ll be the new First Wife.” He reached into a pocket of his robe and brought out a pocketknife. “As long as you behave like a Prophet’s wife should, then I’ll allow you to remain free.” His eyes turned cold and his smile vanished. “But if you so much as look at the gates, I’ll have you bound until our joining ceremony. Do you understand?”

      Lyra nodded in quick, jerky movements. “Yes.”

      He raised his eyebrow again, giving her an imperious look. “Yes, what?”

      She blinked. Tried to think what he meant. Oh. “Yes, Prophet.”
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      Dare continued to sit on the couch cushions, staring at the floor, until the spinning in his head slowed and his vision cleared. He’d failed Lyra. A stinging sensation pinched at the back of his eyes and he ground his teeth.

      He wasn’t going to let her down again. He’d get that Neal Barker and he’d get to Lyra, no matter what it took.

      When he could look up, he ignored the churning in his gut and saw Nick standing in the doorway of the kitchen.

      “’Bout time you woke up.” Nick raised a cup with steam wafting from it. The smell of coffee filtered through his senses. “Got a fresh batch brewing.”

      Dare pushed himself up from the couch and onto his unsteady feet. He was still wearing the same clothing he’d worn last night when they’d gone to Becca, the little bitch who had betrayed Lyra.

      Lyra. Dare flexed his hands at his sides. He couldn’t get the thought out of his head. He’d let her down. Goddamnit, he’d let her down.

      Nick headed back through the archway and Dare followed, his legs growing less unsteady as he moved.

      When he reached the kitchen, he blinked at the bright light and put his hand over his eyes for a moment before dragging it down his face. His stubble chafed his palm.

      He took the steaming mug of black coffee from Nick and inhaled as he brought it up to his mouth. Just the rich aroma helped to clear his head. The coffee burned his tongue as he took a long draught.

      “What time is it?” Dare growled after another hit of the strong brew. “Why didn’t you wake me, Donovan?”

      “Six a.m.” Nick lowered his mug. “You needed the rest and so did I.”

      “Well, good morning to you,” came Mrs. Yosko’s voice from the kitchen nook.

      Dare turned and saw the old lady sitting at the table, petting the calico cat perched in her lap. He hadn’t noticed Mrs. Y was in the room.

      “Got some cereal for you.” Nick put a box of cornflakes, a quart of milk, a bowl and spoon, and a sugar jar in front of the elderly woman. “A can of tuna for Dixie, too. I’d fix you something a little more appetizing but Dare and I need to get our plans made and get out of here.”

      “Hmph,” she said, but by the gleam in her eyes, Dare figured the lady enjoyed putting on a crotchety facade.

      “Morning, Mrs. Yosko.” Dare raised his cup for another quick draught.

      She poured her cereal into her bowl as she looked directly at Dare. “You lost her.”

      The woman’s words hit him like a hammer to his chest.

      “It’s time this ended once and for all,” she said without pause, her brown eyes focused on his, and she seemed amazingly sharp. “That girl has been on the run for too long. She needs to be able to live a free life and not be looking over her shoulder all the time.”

      Dare ground his teeth. “I’ll take care of it.”

      Mrs. Y gave a single sharp nod. “I know you will, son.” She turned her attention to her cereal and poured milk on it. “Now there’s the matter of getting me out of your way.”

      Nick leaned against the counter, his arms folded across his chest. “You can stay here until we get back. Make yourself at home.”

      Dare gripped the handle of his mug tighter. “We’ve got to keep you safe.”

      “Thank you,” she said as she poured a teaspoon of sugar on her cornflakes and milk.

      She waved her frail hand as if brushing him off. “I can’t do for myself anymore, so it’s time I went to the retirement home. I’ve been putting it off, keeping an eye on Lyra. But now she has you.”

      Dare raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been keeping an eye on her?”

      After eating a bit of her cereal, she jabbed her spoon in the air toward Dare. “Who do you think let Manny know those SOBs were trying to find your place? I’ve kept tabs all over Bisbee.

      “Lyra doesn’t know this, and you’d better not tell her,” the lady said with narrowed eyes, “but I’m the landlord of the house we live in and I let her pay rent at a dirt-cheap rate. That girl deserved a break. Knew it the minute I saw her. By the look in her eyes, I knew she was on the run. I have agents handle the property—all my properties—so she doesn’t know,” Mrs. Yosko said, “and I expect she never will.”

      “Won’t hear it from me,” Dare said with a whole new appreciation for the woman.

      When she looked at Nick, he held up his hands. “Landlord of what?”

      “That’s my boys.” She gave a smile, all gums and teeth. “I’ll stay here as you do what you have to do to get Lyra back and finish this mess once and for all.”

      She had that right.

      “Can’t bring in law enforcement, can you?” Mrs. Y stated with a firm expression.

      “That’s what we figured.” Dare nodded. “Last thing we want is a standoff with the cult members, and the feds tying our hands. We need to get Lyra out safely now, and not wait for the officials to get a valid warrant. We’ll get her out and let the local PD and SWAT come in. They’ll call in the ATF and DEA to help clean up the mess.”

      “Good thinking,” Mrs. Yosko said.

      After things were settled with Mrs. Y, Dare and Nick got down to business.

      Nick had wrangled a friend into flying him and Dare in a small jet to the Sandy River Airport outside Sandy, Oregon. His contact had been able to check the logs and found that another jet had set course for the same airport early that morning.

      Despite his increasing desire to fly to the commune this minute and go charging into the compound like a maniac, Dare listened to his partner. Nick had called in some old favors, and several combat-experienced men would be meeting them outside a town close to the compound. A couple of the men lived within driving distance, and the others would fly in.

      They’d give that sonofabitch Neal Barker something to remember.

      “When will your men arrive?” Dare asked Nick as they packed their gear.

      “About the same time as us, early evening. They’ll meet us at a cabin they’re going to rent, not too far from the town of Sandy. Manning lives in Portland and is taking care of the details.”

      “The cult won’t expect us to follow them to their compound so fast.”

      “That, or they’ll be even more prepared.”

      

      By the time they’d arrived at the secluded cabin outside of Sandy, the small town close to the compound, it was 6:00 p.m., eighteen hundred hours. The sky darkened not long after they arrived, and the air smelled of rain. Looked like they might just have a storm brewing. All the better cover for tonight.

      The four men looked dead serious when Nick and Dare caught up with them at the cabin. With the addition of Dare and Nick, the six of them were large enough that they barely fit into the small front room. After they all arrived, there were a few quick grins and signs of camaraderie as they slapped one another on the back and shook hands all around. Nick made the introductions to his old military buddies.

      Mike Freeman was as big and muscular as a tank, with a blond crew-cut and a barbed-wire tattoo around the biceps of one arm. Eric Harrison, also a powerfully built man, sported a long brown ponytail and gold earring. Aaron Lloyd stood shorter than the other men at maybe five-eleven, was dark-haired, and had amber eyes that reminded Dare of a hawk, and the man was just as muscularly built as the rest of them. Black-haired Tiger Manning had a tattoo of a Bengal tiger on his forearm. He was perhaps the fiercest-looking of the bunch, with black eyes that held no doubt he was ready to kick some major ass.

      After their greetings, it was all business. Dare had already noted huge bags of various shapes and sizes lying around the cabin’s front room. No doubt there were some serious firearms and other surprises in their equipment.

      Fat drops of rain started to plop against the windows. Two of the men dragged a table from the kitchenette to the center of the front room, and Nick spread the map out on it. Dare took the lead in explaining the layout of the compound as they crowded around the table.

      “According to the satellite maps, it looks like they have guards stationed every ten feet, inside and out,” Dare said as he pointed to the perimeter of the compound. “If it’s anything like the smaller compound in the Huachucas, it’ll have double chain-link fences five feet apart with rolls of razor wire running along the top.” He also showed the locations of the main gate and a smaller one in the back.

      “No doubt they have cameras at all angles, too,” Nick added.

      “From the satellite pictures taken when it’s dark,” Dare said, “they keep that place lit up like a Christmas tree.”

      “What kind of weaponry are we looking at?” Freeman asked in his deep southern drawl as he shoved his fingers through his blond crew-cut.

      “From what we saw at the other compound,” Nick said as he looked around the table at the men, “the guards are armed with M249s and AK-47s.”

      “If what I suspect is correct, they’re into running drugs, so trading arms might be how they’re getting their supplies,” Dare said. “These bastards are into a slew of crap that could put them away for a long time, and that would be icing on the cake.”

      Dare discussed the obvious lack of experience of the guards in the Arizona compound. “I think we’ll be looking at a different ball game here. This compound is larger and has been here a good long time. Long enough for them to develop some solid security systems.”

      The men outlined several strategies and came up with a plan A and a plan B. Dare was satisfied and certain they wouldn’t have to use plan B. With this team, he had no doubts execution would be perfect and they’d get it right the first time.

      When they were ready to roll, it was nearing dusk and rain poured on the windows in a steady thrum.

      “Sonsofbitches are in for one hell of a surprise,” Lloyd said.

      Harrison’s gold earring glinted in the room’s dim lighting as the corner of his mouth turned up in an almost vicious grin. “Bring it on, baby.”

      “Fuckers won’t know what hit them,” Tiger Manning growled as he narrowed his dark eyes.

      Dare sucked in a deep breath and let it out in a slow exhale. Neal Barker was going down.
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      Despite Neal’s orders that she rest, Lyra got to her feet as soon as he left. She jammed her hands into the pockets of her robe and began pacing the length of the tent. Her face and head ached from his slaps, and just the thought of them pissed her off even more.

      For now, she had to concentrate on figuring out some kind of plan. The tent was high enough that Neal’s head hadn’t even brushed the top and long enough to give her a lot of pacing room.

      What could she do with the threats against herself and her mother? Lyra wouldn’t be of use to anyone if she was drugged, and she couldn’t let her mother be whipped. She brushed her sweaty palms on her robe. The scrapes on her hands, from when she’d slipped down those concrete stairs seemingly ages ago, barely hurt any longer.

      Her thoughts turned toward her memories of the Temple and Neal’s riches. He had a room a hundred times larger than any of the tents The People lived in. She hadn’t been allowed to speak about it, of course. Neal had rationalized it all as necessary means to communicate with the original Prophet Jericho. How was it that The People seemed so blind to the fact that Neal didn’t practice what he preached?

      The man had his own private jet, for cripes sake.

      She slipped her hands out of the pockets of her robe and picked up the bong. The sickly sweet scent of marijuana was strong. If it wasn’t for Neal, she wouldn’t have any problem with marijuana. But she associated it with him, and the smell would always make her sick.

      Lyra tensed, her arms shook, and she almost flung the hunk of ceramic across the tent.

      She steadied her hand, lowered the bong, and set it back beside the altar. To have something to do with her hands, she clasped them together and continued her pacing.

      What could she do? The fact that not as much light was coming through the canvas told her it was getting darker. Was it that late into the afternoon? Her heart beat faster. She had to do something before Neal forced the wedding on her.

      But what?

      A plopping sound came from above her head and then another. She looked up at the tent’s peak, wondering what it was as another plop hit followed by multiple ones.

      It’s raining, she thought with satisfaction. Maybe Neal would be forced to hold off on the “marriage” until at least tomorrow. The People would have to bring all that food back into their tents, and the cook fires would be extinguished.

      Drops fell harder until they were pounding on the canvas. The clean smell of rain and pine slipped in through a small gap in the tent flap. Her hope grew as the rain came down in torrents, splashing outside the tent, louder and louder yet.

      She paused in her pacing and picked up the bong. Her thoughts turned to her mother. Had she been too harsh in judging Sara? Had Neal kept her drugged, threatened her, or done any number of things?

      The rustling of the tent flap startled Lyra into dropping the bong. When it hit the floor, the ceramic broke into several pieces at her feet.

      Lyra slowly looked up into Neal’s face that reddened with anger and his eyes filled with fury. Rainwater dripped down his face, and his robe was soaked and clung to his body. “I ordered you to rest,” he growled. “Instead, I find you breaking tools of the Light that you have no business touching.”

      “I—I’m sorry, Prophet.” Lyra lowered her eyes. “I—”

      His backhand came so fast it caught her by surprise. Pain slammed into her cheekbone and eye, and she fell onto her back. Her head struck one of the iron stakes at the foot of the mattress and she screamed.

      God, the pain.

      Through the fuzz in her head, she saw that Neal had his hand raised, ready to strike her again. Instinctively she rolled onto her belly to protect her face. She braced herself for the blow, but instead Neal’s robe brushed her and when she opened her eyes she saw his knees at her side.

      Fingers prodded her scalp and she cried out again. It hurt so bad she couldn’t help the tears pouring from her eyes like rain poured on the canvas tent. She felt stickiness at the back of her head as he touched her, and she realized it was blood. The thick fluid started to creep down her neck.

      “Bitch,” he said in a low, threatening voice. “First I have to punish you for not remembering your place. But this—now your hair will have to be cleaned and the bleeding stopped.”

      He shoved her as he stood, and she bit her cheek to hold back a groan. It hurt so bad she couldn’t stop the tears. She was so pissed at Neal she could claw his eyeballs out, but right now she didn’t have the strength to stand, much less attack him.

      His wet robe whirled and brushed her face as he stood. She heard the clank of ceramic and she was sure he’d picked up the broken bong. The slap of his sandals was loud as he crossed the tent, and the rain was louder when he lifted the flap. It muffled the rain when the flap closed.

      Lyra lay where she was, pain spreading across her scalp from the wound, and her face from where he’d backhanded her. More blood dribbled down her nape, and it trickled around her neck to her throat. How badly was she injured? She knew she’d hit the stake hard enough to damn near crack her skull. Head wounds tended to be bloodier than other types of injuries, from what she remembered.

      She tried to relax and force the dizziness in her head to stop. Was Neal going to leave her there? Maybe he’d have to call off the “wedding.” At least that thought gave her some comfort.

      The tent flap opened behind her, sweeping in the smell of rain and a sudden chill that caused her to shiver.

      “Lyra,” a voice said, and she recognized her mother at once. Lyra tensed, then relaxed at Sara’s presence as she knelt beside her. “Oh, sweetheart, I’m so very sorry,” Sara said as a soft cloth pressed against the wound.

      “Mom.” Lyra gave a shuddering sob but didn’t try to turn to look at her mother. And then the anger Lyra had held so tightly in her chest started to slip away. “I missed you,” she whispered. And with those words she knew it was true. She had blamed her mom, hated her even, but Lyra still loved her.

      “God knows I missed you,” Sara said as she lifted Lyra’s short hair and dabbed another cloth around her neck, wiping away more of the blood. Lyra noticed her mother said “God” and not “the Light.” Sara continued to wipe away the blood. “I was so happy when you escaped. Your fate isn’t to be Neal’s wife. I’ve always believed that.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Lyra hiccupped, then swallowed. “I thought you believed him.”

      Sara gave a loud sigh. “Not once he claimed you. Then I knew everything was all wrong. I tried to tell him that, but the next thing I knew I was walking around seeing lights and stars and mindlessly doing everything I was told. I couldn’t think straight. I couldn’t even go to the bathroom without help.”

      “He drugged you?” Lyra sniffled. “All this time I thought you supported him and that you believed in the stupid Prophecy.”

      There was a rustling sound behind Lyra before a cool cloth was pressed to the side of her face where Neal had backhanded her. It gave her the tiniest bit of relief, and she blew out her breath in a hard rush.

      “I regretted bringing you into the Temple of Light nearly from the time we’d arrived. At first being with The People helped me. It gave me a feeling of belonging and comfort, and being surrounded by friends as I grieved for your father.”

      “I miss him so much.” Lyra hiccupped again. “And leaving you—I’ve always felt a sense of loss beyond Daddy’s death. It was you. I missed you.”

      “I don’t know what to do now.” Tears were in Sara’s voice as she removed the pad from the back of Lyra’s head and replaced it with another. “I don’t know how to save you from Neal.”

      Lyra couldn’t answer as she gritted her teeth against the pain when her mother started to wash the blood from her hair.

      “You’re twenty-three now.” Sara’s voice had a smile to it. “I’ve thought of you every day. Every year on your birthday I’ve had my own private celebration. A celebration that you were free.”

      Lyra blinked back a new rush of tears. “Not anymore.”

      Sara leaned over and kissed the wetness on Lyra’s cheek. “I’m sorry, baby,” she whispered.

      Lyra’s head hurt so bad she could hardly sit up. When she finally rose, her head felt woozy, but she turned so that she faced her mother. They studied each other for a long time before Lyra flung her arms around Sara’s frail frame. “Mom,” Lyra sobbed, “I’m so sorry about everything.”

      “Shhh, baby.” Sara embraced Lyra and slowly rocked her. “None of this was your fault. It was mine. I was so lost without your father, and Neal was so…attentive. He appealed to that part of me that was always needy.”

      “I know.” Lyra sniffled again. “But don’t blame yourself. There’s just something about Neal that makes people believe in him.”

      Her mother squeezed tighter, then pulled away. Tears glistened on her cheeks, and Lyra’s anger grew at the sight of her mother’s battered face.

      Sara reached up and wiped Lyra’s tears from her eyes with her fingers. “Something deep in my gut tells me you’ll be free again.”

      “What about you, Mom?” Lyra took her mother’s hands in her own. “Do you want to be free, too?”

      With a smile, Sara said, “I’d kill to use a real bathroom and take a hot shower.”

      Lyra couldn’t help a sniffly laugh and wiped more tears away with the back of her hand. “Then you’ll leave with me.”

      Her mother sighed. “Sweetheart, I don’t think that’s in the cards for me.”

      Lyra touched her mom’s graying hair and looked into her green eyes. “We’ll make it happen.” Lyra dropped her hand to her side and looked around the tent. “Since we’re together now, we could figure something out to escape.”

      Her gaze landed on one of the slender iron stakes buried in the earth beside the mattress. Despite the spinning feeling in her head, she crawled over to the spike and clasped her hands around the smooth metal. The thing didn’t budge. She gritted her teeth and pulled again. This time it gave a little. She scooted away just far enough so that she could ram her bare heel against the middle of the stake. It moved several inches sideways and Lyra smiled. When she got back on her knees and jerked on the stake, it came out easily.

      Lyra held the partially dirty stake tightly in one fist and examined it. Like she’d hoped, the end of the stake was pointed—sharp enough to make an excellent weapon.

      She brushed off the dirt and saw Sara kicking one of the other stakes like Lyra had. She tucked her own into a pocket of her robe and went to her mother. Lyra wrapped her fingers below Sara’s and together they yanked the second stake free.

      “Hide it, Mom,” Lyra said, and Sara’s stake disappeared into her robe. “We’ll wait for the right time and then—”

      A breeze blew into the tent as the flap opened.
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      In the room filled with high-tech equipment, Neal studied multiple monitors that showed almost every space along the perimeter of the compound. The rain made the view in each monitor a little fuzzier, but it was all clear enough that during daylight hours they would be able to see anyone who approached.

      He’d had the guard increased when Lyra had been brought into the compound. No one would be able to penetrate his fortress and endanger his fold.

      “Is every one of the floodlights functioning?” Neal asked.

      “It’ll be bright as day.” Larry leaned back in his chair and smiled. “No way will anyone get by our men like they did under Mark and Adam’s watch.”

      Neal scowled and felt a slow burn in his gut. “Mark and Adam let down The People last night in the Arizona compound. That had better not happen here.”

      “I’ve studied and restudied the tapes from that attack.” The techie’s smile faded. “Only two men, but they knew exactly where to hit, where it was darkest, and where the camera’s blind spots were. Here the floodlights will keep a surprise attack impossible if they do come after her.”

      Neal steepled his hands. “In the name of the Light, I expect you to do your duty and keep them out.” Just before he turned away he said, “If not, you’ll find yourself on the cross of the Light “

      A flash of fear crossed Larry’s face. Good. The Prophet Jericho hadn’t been pleased. He had said as much to Neal when he’d meditated in his room while Lyra had been sleeping after her return to the fold. It’d been all Neal could do not to take her before the ceremony, but the Prophecy had been clear.

      Neal scowled as he walked out of the dry Temple and into the pouring rain. He was instantly drenched again, his robe soaked, his long hair clinging to his neck, and raindrops rolling down his cheeks. His sandals slapped the wet ground, and mud splashed onto his toes.

      When the first scent of the oncoming storm had greeted him, he’d ordered several of The People to put together the gathering shelter. Upon occasion they’d had to use the canvas shelter to hold one of Neal’s many sermons for his fold. Today it would be used for his joining with Lyra.

      Just the thought of taking Lyra made his dick hard, and when he glanced down he saw that it was outlined by the wet robe clinging to his body. He pulled the cloth away and forced himself to control his reactions to the thought of finally having Lyra after all these years. Too bad he’d had to wait until she was over eighteen.

      However, the Light had spoken.

      Neal reached the gathering shelter and moved out of the rain. Satisfaction seeped into his veins. Not much longer and Lyra would be his.

      The shelter was an enormous spread of canvas fastened to many metal poles, with ropes staked at the ground, keeping it taut all around. At the far end of the shelter was a platform where he would perform the ceremony that would make Lyra his thirteenth wife and the additional steps to move her into the position of First Wife.

      Carrie and Julia should be preparing Lyra now for the ceremony. They would make sure no remnants of blood from the wound at the back of Lyra’s head would show, nor the growing bruises on her face.

      Stupid bitch.

      As he watched several of The People preparing the shelter, Neal took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and calmed his thoughts. Rain pounded on the tented ceiling and dripped off the edges in loud splashes.

      When Neal had backhanded her, he’d simply been teaching Lyra her place. That her head had struck the stake was another way Jericho was punishing her for leaving the fold and for her irreverence for the Light.

      Gradually all tension released from Neal’s body and he absorbed the power of the Light. He took another deep inhale and smiled. Soon he’d have Lyra, and everything would be as it should.
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      Two women holding various items entered the tent. The flap shut behind them. One of the women was the blond, Carrie.

      Lyra tensed. Had she and her mother been seen pocketing the stakes?

      Sara looked at the two women and cleared her throat. “Carrie, Julia. Have you come to help me with Lyra’s wounds?”

      “No,” the brunette, who must be Julia, said. “We’ve come to prepare the new First Wife for the joining ceremony.”

      “Prepare me for the ceremony?” It was as if a freezing wind chilled Lyra’s face. Ice sliced through her veins, and she shook from the cold that overtook her body. “What about the rain?” It was all she could think of to say.

      Carrie placed bottles, a hairbrush, and a circlet of white silk flowers on the floor. “The Prophet has had the gathering shelter set up for your joining.”

      “I’m Julia, the Prophet’s tenth wife.” The lovely dark-haired woman set a paper-and-twine-wrapped bundle next to the supplies Carrie had placed on the floor. She turned to Sara. “The Prophet wants to see you, Sister.”

      Sara and Lyra exchanged a quick hug, and when Sara kissed Lyra’s cheek she whispered, “Don’t give up hope, Angel.” Lyra almost started to cry again as her mother released her and stood. Sara gave a slow nod to each of the wives, then slipped out of the tent and into the rain.

      Lyra felt the heavy weight of exhaustion to her core and sat on her haunches. Carrie knelt in front of Lyra, and Julia moved behind her.

      “He hurt you.” Carrie slid her shaking fingers gently over the side of Lyra’s face. Lyra flinched and Carrie dropped her hand away.

      Julia said, “Shush.” from behind Lyra.

      “That was courtesy of Neal.” Lyra managed a wry smile. “In the name of the Light, of course.”

      Carrie’s mouth curved into a sad smile. “Of course.”

      Lyra felt in that moment a sort of kinship with these ladies. No doubt Neal had abused them all in some fashion or another, in “the name of the Light.”

      In the next moment Lyra cried out as Julia started brushing her hair. Lyra’s eyes watered from the pain of her head wound.

      “I’m so sorry. Sister,” Julia said from behind her with a definite sound of apology in her tone. “I should have been more careful.”

      After her hair had been cleansed, Julia gently began sweeping Lyra’s short hair up and fastening it above her wound. It took a few clips to do it since her hair wasn’t long anymore.

      Carrie opened a short, fat bottle and began to dab a beige substance on Lyra’s face. Makeup to cover her bruises, of course. Neal probably had all kinds of things stashed away that The People weren’t allowed to use, with the exception of the “favored” and himself. Not that she thought he’d use makeup.

      Lyra had to bite her lip to hold back more cries as the women worked on her face and her hair. Her face hurt where Carrie dabbed on the makeup, and Lyra didn’t think her headache was likely to go away for days.

      Carrie smoothed the makeup all over Lyra’s face. “You were with The People before?”

      “Shhh,” Julia said again.

      Lyra sighed. “I ran away when I was eighteen. That was five years ago.”

      “And he’s been looking for you?” Carrie leaned back, tilted her head, and examined Lyra’s face. “The bruises are pretty well covered now, but your face is a little swollen.”

      “Yeah, he has.” Lyra ground her teeth. “I’d thought that maybe I was safe from him. So much for that.”

      Carrie took a small brush and dabbed it in a pale pink powder from a compact before lightly applying it to Lyra’s cheekbones. The People didn’t wear any kind of makeup, so it surprised Lyra that more than foundation to cover the bruises was being put on her.

      “You really don’t want this?” Carrie asked.

      Lyra gave a sigh of exasperation. “I’ve been running away from it all these years. I just want out of here before this ceremony.”

      Carrie took the silk flower wreath and set it on Lyra’s head. “Looks like it’s a little late for that.”

      “Don’t remind me,” Lyra said. “I keep hoping I’ll wake up from this nightmare.”

      Carrie leaned forward and her lips met Lyra’s ear. “Me, too.” She drew back and busied herself by opening the big paper-covered bundle.

      “The two of you had better start showing respect for the Prophet,” Julia said, and moved around so that she was standing in front of Lyra, a frown on her pretty face. “You need to get up.”

      No finding any kinship with Julia, apparently.

      “Why do I need to get up?” Lyra asked, a little more leery of the woman.

      “To get dressed,” the blond said.

      Lyra placed her hand against her pocket that held the stake. It hadn’t occurred to her she’d have to change.

      “My head’s still woozy.” Lyra placed her palm to her forehead. “I might need some help.”

      Each wife took one of Lyra’s hands and helped her to her feet. They steadied Lyra as she wobbled a bit, and her head hurt even worse.

      When she was standing on her own, she took a deep breath. But it caught in her throat when Julia said, “You need to take off your robe.”

      Heat rose to Lyra’s cheeks. “Not in front of the two of you.”

      “It’s part of the preparation.” Carrie held up a beautiful white robe with shining white flowers and leaves embroidered along the hem. The design was so subtly sophisticated and the material so rich it surprised Lyra.

      “This is what each wife wears for the ceremony?” Lyra asked as she ran her fingers over the incredibly soft material.

      Carrie laughed. “Are you kidding? Nope. Neal said something about you being ‘the Chosen.’”

      Lyra jerked her hand back. This was real.

      Her anger at Neal doubled. Tripled. No, it was more than that. If it weren’t for his threat against her mother, Lyra would refuse everything these women were doing to her. No, she couldn’t see Sara whipped. Or killed.

      Lyra tried to refuse getting undressed in front of the women, but finally she had to give in. Apparently, she didn’t have a choice in a whole lot of things.

      Her cheeks were so hot she must have been bright red when she dropped the robe from her shoulders to the floor of the tent and was completely naked. The stake in the robe’s pocket made a soft thudding sound when it hit the tent floor, but Carrie and Julia didn’t seem to notice.

      Instead of putting the new robe on Lyra, they opened a couple of vials and poured oil onto their palms. Immediately the smell of jasmine filled the tent.

      Lyra’s heart started. They wouldn’t.

      They would.

      “No way—,” Lyra said as the two women rubbed the oil between their palms, then began applying it to Lyra’s body. She trembled as they rubbed it up and down her legs, her ass, her back, and even her breasts.

      “Sorry,” Carrie said. “His orders.”

      Lyra groaned and clenched her fists. She remained rigid the entire time the women prepared her.

      When they were finished, her body gleamed in the light and she smelled so strongly of jasmine that she knew she’d hate that scent for the rest of her life. Next, Carrie and Julia helped her into the ceremonial robe. It felt soft against her skin as it slid over the body oil.

      Instead of needing a belt, her robe fastened at the sides, making it hang straight in the front and back, and giving her voluminous sleeves.

      No pockets. Lyra’s heart plunged. She had no way to carry her “weapon.”

      Unless…

      When Carrie and Julia finished fussing with Lyra, and Carrie had applied some clear gloss to Lyra’s lips, the two women handed her a small mirror.

      Lyra’s eyes widened and she looked at herself from side to side to see that her red hair had been swept up with clips in a way that hid her wound. The crown of white silk flowers encircled her head, and she felt like a flower child of the sixties. The robe was beautiful on her. She couldn’t tell where the red marks were, and her cheekbones looked higher from the light coating of blush that looked almost natural. Her lips were moist and soft. She looked pretty.

      “Stunning,” Carrie said, and in the mirror’s reflection Lyra saw Julia looking at her thoughtfully.

      Lyra sucked in her breath and closed her eyes. It was Dare she wanted to see her like this. Not Neal. Not Neal.

      When she opened her eyes again, Lyra wanted to rip off the flowers, shred the robe, scrub off the makeup, and take down her hair. Instead, she trembled with a combination of fury and fear.

      Rain continued to drum on top of the tent, and it fit Lyra’s mood perfectly. “I don’t know why you all had to go through the trouble of getting me ready,” Lyra said. “I’m just going to get drenched when we go outside.”

      Carrie picked up a folded piece of canvas that had been under the white robe. “It’s our job to hold this over your head and make sure you don’t get wet.”

      “How much longer?” Lyra glanced to the tent flap.

      Carrie shrugged and looked at Julia. “Would you say about an hour?”

      Julia frowned. “Whenever the Prophet summons, then we’ll know.”

      Lyra vibrated with the need to carry through with the part of her plan that included the stake. From the way Julia had been acting, she’d be heading straight for Neal to tell him.

      Think, think, think.

      Lyra reached up and touched the back of her pinned-up short hair and jerked loose a clump while trying to make it look like she was just checking it. “Carrie,” she said, and slightly turned so that the woman could see the back of her head. “Some of my hair is falling down.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” Carrie said, and immediately brought her hands up to Lyra’s head.

      “Um, Julia?” Lyra asked in her most apologetic tone, then coughed. “My throat is so dry. I really need a drink of water.”

      The dark-haired woman looked to the tent flap and back to Lyra. “It’s still raining hard.”

      “Please?” Lyra asked, keeping her voice low enough that she hoped it sounded scratchy. “I don’t think I’ll be able to talk when it comes to it.”

      Julia whirled and ducked out of the tent without another word.

      Lyra pulled away from Carrie before the woman had finished pinning her hair.

      “I have one more thing to add to my ‘costume.’” Lyra went to her dirty tan robe, dug out the stake, and picked up the sash. She raised the white robe, exposing her thigh, and tied the sash around it until it was wrapped triple around her leg. She took a deep breath, picked up the stake, and slid it into the bindings.

      When she looked up, Carrie’s eyes were wide and her mouth was open.

      “I’m not going down without a fight.” Lyra glanced at her leg to make sure the stake wasn’t outlined by the robe. Thank God the folds were thick enough it couldn’t be seen. She glanced up at Carrie. “You won’t say anything, will you?”

      “Not a chance,” Carrie said.
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      Dare was satisfied with what he’d seen so far of Nick’s men, and his confidence grew that they would rescue Lyra. He just hoped to hell it was in time.

      All six men prepared quickly and efficiently. Each man dressed in waterproof black combat gear and smudged his face with black. They armed themselves to the teeth, each man with his own choice of weaponry that he specialized in or preferred to carry. H&K, M4, MP5, and M16 rifles, and even a Rocket Propelled Grenade (RPG) launcher. Tiger Manning was an explosives specialist, and Dare wanted to ask what some of the items were in his belt and pockets.

      Dare had some of his own firepower in addition to his weapons, including one of the IEDs Nick had developed. Adrenaline pumped through Dare’s body, leaving him feeling like he could run a marathon in fifteen minutes.

      He braced his hands on the table with the map and looked to each man as he spoke. “You know what needs to be done,” Dare said. “We’ve made our plans and you don’t need me telling you your job. Let’s just do it.”

      “You got it, bro,” Lloyd said.

      “Those fuckers are as good as dead,” Manning growled.

      “Watch out for civilians.” Nick slapped Manning on the back.

      “Anyone with a gun is fair game, though,” Dare added. “If we can find anything on them like a drug stash, and can get and keep the gates open,” Dare said, “we’ll contact local law enforcement and let them have at it. By then we’ll be long gone with Lyra.”

      “Don’t worry about the gates.” A confident grin slid across Freeman’s face. “They’re as good as gone.”

      The men laughed some of the tension off and high-fived all around the room. When they checked the clock and it was time, they sobered as they left the cabin, out into the rainy night.

      

      Lyra trembled so badly she had to sit on the mattress that still had the acidic smell. The stake rested against her thigh and the tie was almost too tight. At least it should stay up.

      I can do this.

      He would never expect it. Only problem was, she’d have to do it after they were “married.” She couldn’t take any chances with any of Neal’s men around.

      Only one plan sounded plausible. She’d act like the docile new wife. When they were alone, the first opportunity she had, she’d knee him in the groin so hard he’d go down.

      Then she’d have to kill him.

      The thought of killing another person caused her to break out into a sweat.

      He deserves it. What he’s done to all these people and to me—he deserves it.

      Damn him. Damn him, damn him, damn him.

      Still, could she drive the stake into his throat and then his heart when the moment came? She clenched her fist in her lap and hardened her determination. What other choice did she have?

      If she just injured him and ran for it, he’d be able to call out to his guards and they’d get her. And then she wouldn’t be able to get her mother out. Neal might even kill Sara because of Lyra’s actions.

      If she did get away with her mother, Lyra would still be on the run from him for the rest of her life. Unless he was dead.

      Lyra buried her face in her hands, not caring if she smeared the makeup. Not caring if she messed up her hair. Her head ached more than just from the pain of her wounds. She’d had the mother of all headaches since she’d had the up-close-and-personal contact with the stake. But it also ached from the magnitude of her thoughts and the choices she’d have to make.

      Carrie and Julia both sat quietly on the floor. None of them seemed to know what to say. Julia was even more soaked from the rain after having retrieved a cup of water for Lyra. The water only made her want to pee, but she forced herself to take several swallows.

      All of Lyra’s senses seemed heightened as she waited. It was so quiet she could hear the sound of Carrie’s and Julia’s breathing and the ever-present drumming of rain on the canvas over their heads. The tent had chilled, and she was not only trembling but shivering, too. The tent still smelled like marijuana, rain, and earth.

      When the flap finally opened, Lyra startled so badly she almost fell off the edge of the mattress. Pain shot through her head as she jerked her face from where she had buried it in her hands, and she opened her eyes.

      Mark ducked in through the opening and his braid swung over his shoulder. Rain soaked his tan shirt, his jeans, and his hair. His jaw was purple where Dare had punched him in that bus stop parking lot in Arizona.

      He gave Lyra a smile filled with such complete hatred that she nearly recoiled at first, and then the feeling was followed by the desire to take him out. Where was her baseball bat when she needed it?

      “What do you want?” she asked, her jaw so tense she could barely speak.

      “It’s time to fulfill the Prophecy,” Mark said with an expression that told her he felt exactly what he’d said at the bus stop—he didn’t care if she lived or if she died. More like he wanted her to die.

      She didn’t get it. Why would one of Neal’s highest followers act this way?

      “Come on.” Carrie stood, took one of Lyra’s hands, and squeezed it. “It’ll be okay,” she added softly.

      “No,” Lyra said clearly as she looked at Mark’s face. “It will never be okay.”

      At that he smirked and ducked out of the tent. After Mark left, Carrie and Julia unfolded the large piece of canvas they were going to hold over their heads. Carrie picked up a pair of white slippers.

      Lyra swallowed hard, then swallowed again. She’d thought she’d been shaking before, but that was nothing compared to right now.

      It was all so surreal, like a nightmare come to life.

      It was a nightmare come to life.

      Five years she’d been running away from this. Five years.

      And now it was too late. She had no options left until after the ceremony, and even then it wasn’t much of an option. She didn’t think she’d ever get over it if she failed and Neal raped her. Which was exactly what it would be. Rape. The mere thought of it left her feeling unclean, and she wanted to scrub herself inside and out.

      And yet if she struggled and refused, they’d drug her. She wouldn’t even be awake to defend herself. If she ran now, Neal would hurt her mother.

      Rage bubbled in Lyra’s veins.

      Trapped.

      Trapped like a cow in a barn, waiting for the stud bull.

      Well, this bull was going to end up castrated.

      Mark returned and held the tent flap aside while Carrie and Julia raised the canvas over Lyra’s head and their own. She paused at the threshold, between the canvas floor and mud, and prayed lightning would strike or something so that she would never have to go with Neal into the Temple.

      She was tempted to let her robe drag in the mud, but she played the part of the good little wife-to-be and gripped the cloth in her fists, raising her hem just high enough that only her ankles showed. Mud squished between her toes.

      As they made a small procession through the compound, her thoughts turned to Dare, and she wanted to cry. She’d never forget the way he embraced her, or the wonder of his kiss, or the incredible ways he made love to her.

      Many of The People lined up along Lyra’s path toward a great shelter. Lights, no doubt provided by a generator, made everything as clear and bright as daylight. The place was already filled with lots of people, but a pathway had been kept clear for her to walk to the platform she saw at the far end of the shelter.

      She bit her lower lip as they got closer and closer. Everything became more and more surreal.

      When they finally reached the shelter, water poured from its edges, falling hard on the canvas over her head until they were in the mostly dry shelter. The ground in here was slightly damp, so they must have begun erecting it before the rain got so hard. Lyra kept her gaze averted from everyone staring at her.

      Carrie and Julia removed the tarp and handed it to Mark. The women led Lyra to a flat, deep bowl of clear water. Lyra stepped into it and smelled more jasmine as the water clouded with mud from her feet. The women dried off her feet, one at a time, helping Lyra to balance and sliding one slipper on before allowing that foot to touch the ground, then doing the same with the other.

      She let her robe drop, and the hem barely brushed the top of her slipper-clad feet. The shoes were white and embroidered with flowers that matched her robe. The whole outfit would have been beautiful if she didn’t hate it so much.

      When Lyra looked up, her gaze met Jason’s. The hatred in his eyes was so intense it caused another chill to race up her spine. She couldn’t look away until her companions started to escort her through the walkway in the midst of the gathering.

      Lyra’s vision blurred so that she couldn’t see any of the faces watching her. The silence inside the shelter was deafening. All she could hear was the pounding, pounding, pounding rain.

      Each slow step she took was another step toward a fate she’d never truly thought would happen.

      One step. Another. Another.

      She reached the left side of the dais. She would have to walk up two steps before standing on the platform, then take a few more steps to stand in the middle.

      Lyra looked from her feet, and her gaze met Neal’s across the platform. A smile of sheer pleasure and satisfaction was on his handsome face. He’d changed his clothing. His hair was long and loose about his shoulders, his head held high.

      He looked like the devil.

      Neal took a step up the platform.

      Carrie and Julia urged Lyra to take hers.

      He stepped up again, and the two women had to force Lyra on.

      When both Neal and Lyra stood at either end of the platform, he began walking toward the center. Lyra didn’t want to move, but her ever-present companions guided her forward.

      Blood rushed in Lyra’s ears. Hatred and anger burned her gut. How could this be happening? How could this be real?

      Her eyes met Neal’s blue ones and she couldn’t look away. She filled her gaze with as much venom as she could, but he simply gave her a satisfied smile.

      When Lyra finally reached the center of the platform, Julia and Carrie slipped away, leaving her alone, face-to-face with Neal.

      His smile broadened and he reached out and took one of her trembling hands in his.
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      Dare and the other men climbed out of the Hummer and the Range Rover that two of the men had driven to Sandy. Since Manning lived in Portland, he was only a forty-five-minute drive away. Freeman was stationed in Seattle, so he and Manning both had been within driving distance. Lloyd had flown in from L. A. while Harrison had taken a jumper from Vegas.

      The six men were silent. Dressed all in black with black smudged on their faces, the men were barely visible once the headlights were turned off. They each had their assault rifles slung over their shoulders and other serious weaponry. They checked to make sure their micro ear transmitters were working.

      It was a fair hike through the forest of Douglas fir, cedar, and maple trees and around rock outcroppings to the compound. They needed to be parked far enough away that they wouldn’t be noticed, yet close enough for a quick escape.

      Smells of exhaust from the vehicles quickly faded, to be replaced by scents of earth, loam, and a rain-washed breeze. Rain drummed through the forest, landing on them in a solid beat.

      “Time.” Dare smudged water droplets off the face of his watch with his gloved hand. It was eleven minutes after eight. He gave military time. The other men checked their watches and each gave a quick nod.

      “Let’s do it,” Dare said.

      Without a word Nick’s men pulled down their night-vision goggles and melted into the darkness, silent and swift. Not a twig snapped, or the sound of clothing brushing vegetation could be heard as they moved away. Nick slapped Dare on the back, then vanished just as silently into the night.

      Dare’s heart pounded and he set his plan into motion. He now had sixteen minutes to get into position and wait. He’d holstered his Glock at his side, his Beretta at his back, and, slung over one shoulder, the AK-470A3 rifle he’d borrowed from one of Nick’s war buddies.

      Earlier Dare had sheathed knives in each boot, and his weapons belt was more than well equipped. His combat gear was loose enough for ease of movement yet protected him from most of the rain. Despite the fact that his clothing was waterproof, some wetness crept in through his collar. Water ran in rivulets down his face but rolled off his clothing.

      Drenched leaves and sticks made no noise beneath his feet. His boots sank slightly into the wet ground as he progressed. Wet branches slapped his face.

      When he reached the compound, he raised his goggles and let them rest on top of his head. The place was lit up bright as day. When he reached his post, he was careful to remain hidden behind an enormous fir tree then peeked around it, confident he wouldn’t be seen.

      He caught sight of a pair of large unusually colorful bats flapping around one of the floodlights. Probably hoary bats dining on insects. The guards standing beneath the light were obviously professionals and didn’t even look up at the swooping and hovering mammals.

      Most of the guards stood with feet and shoulders squared, rifles in their hands, their gazes sweeping the night. Shit, yeah, these men looked far more experienced than the clowns at the Arizona compound.

      Through the chain-link fence Dare saw the countless dirty white tents. There was one much larger canvas-covered structure that he didn’t remember seeing on the satellite map. People huddled in the rain outside the covering, but many stood beneath the canvas—what he could see from his side view. Some kind of gathering.

      Dare and his men would have to be extra careful. He didn’t want any bystanders getting hurt during the raid.

      His gut told him the structure was the first place he needed to head once inside the compound.

      He moved so that his back was to the tree, facing away from the compound. He checked his watch.

      Three minutes.

      Dare forced himself to take deep breaths. Clear head, keep emotions at bay. It wouldn’t do him, Lyra, or the other men any good to charge in like a madman. Everything had to go according to plan, perfect execution.

      The stakes were high. Lyra could be taken away by Neal Barker, if he escaped with her during the raid.

      Dare might never be able to find her.

      The bastard better not have raped her. The mere thought had Dare’s head aching and his arms trembling from the need to get to her.

      Two minutes.

      Adrenaline surged through his veins as he readied his grip on his sniper rifle. Seconds dragged by. Dare fought with himself to keep Lyra’s smile out of his thoughts.

      Concentrate on the job.

      Blood pounded in his head. He took another deep breath.

      One minute.

      He slid around the side of the tree, keeping close to it and in the darkness. He raised his rifle. Sights set on his first target. Glanced at his watch.

      More seconds dragged by. The pounding in his head increased with the flash of every second on his watch.

      “Now.” came Manning’s voice over the transmitter.

      Two seconds and an explosion rocked the compound. Flames shot up into the sky.

      Every light along the perimeter of the fence went out. Darkness outside and inside the compound. With one shot, Manning had done his job and had taken out the main generator with the RPG.

      Screams came from the compound.

      Guards shouted and looked at the forest, trying to see their hidden, silent, and deadly enemies. They were easy targets and they knew it. Some shot a steady stream of bullets blindly into the forest.

      A few lights came back on in the compound, dim this time. Backup generators.

      Dare moved so that his back was to the tree again. Deep breath.

      Keeping low, Dare swung around the tree so that he braced himself on one knee and the rifle against his shoulder. Using the weapon’s night-vision scope, he started picking off the guards one by one.

      When all the guards were down in the immediate vicinity, Dare slung his rifle over his shoulder. He’d be in close quarters for search mode and would need to use his handgun. There was enough light coming from the compound that he didn’t need his night-vision goggles.

      He unholstered his Glock and aimed it at the closest guard who moved. One shot and he dropped.

      That caught the attention of another injured guard, but Dare took him out with a single shot. The man’s shout before he fell was merely background noise, like the sounds of other shots and small explosions.

      Without stopping for a breath, Dare jerked one of Nick’s special IEDs from his weapons belt. He yanked the pin, lobbed the bomb over the razor wire between the double fence.

      He bolted away from the fence and dove onto the muddy ground. The bomb’s explosion ripped through the night. The force of it rocked Dare, but he kept his face turned away.

      More explosions went off around the compound. More screams from people inside.

      Dare kept low as he got to his feet and assessed the situation. The IED had done its job and had blown holes through both fences. Nick had created the bombs so that the IED would only spread in a five-foot radius, just enough to get Dare through.

      The guards along the perimeter were mostly down or frantically trying to locate their foes.

      Gunshots pierced the night from both the remaining guards and Dare’s team. He took out two more men before he headed for the fence opening.

      Keeping down, Dare bolted for the hole in the fence. He rolled through the first hole and had to flatten himself. With his belly to the ground and both hands on his Glock, he shot two more guards.

      He rose and dove through the second hole. In seconds he slipped into the maze of tents, heading for the large canvas structure he’d noticed earlier.

      

      When the power went out and the first shots rang through the night, Neal clenched Lyra’s hand and swung around, as if someone might be at his back. He started shouting orders to his men while people screamed and shouted, mostly women.

      Some lights came on, but they were dim.

      “Men, secure the compound.” Neal shouted as he held on to Lyra. “Women and children, to your tents. Now.”

      Lyra’s heart pounded as he ignored her and directed his people. The men obeyed his orders at once, as if trained for a day like this. The women were another story. They looked beyond shocked and confused, and the mass pushed out of the tent. Lyra prayed no one would be trampled.

      What was happening had to be Dare and Nick. It had to be. Shots and explosions came from all directions. It was obvious whoever was out there had reinforcements.

      The platform bucked and Lyra stumbled. Only Neal’s hold on her kept her from falling.

      The flood of people screaming and running from the shelter seemed like it would never end.

      Hope filled Lyra and she yanked her hand from Neal’s. She whirled and ran from him. She made it to the bottom of the stairs when he caught her by the hair and jerked her up against his chest.

      Pain screamed through her head. Despite the agony, she kicked back, her heels connecting with his shins, and she struggled with all her might.

      “Bitch.” Neal shouted as he yanked her hair so hard it drove her to her knees on the damp ground, grinding dirt into the white robe. Tears poured from her eyes from the pain, but she tried to block it out. “Mark, get Sara.”

      No.

      Neal pulled Lyra up by her hair to her feet, so hard and so fast that stars flooded her vision and her legs wouldn’t support her.

      Despite the continual pain, immediate relief flowed through Lyra as he released her hair. He caught her underneath her arms and kept her back to his chest.

      Even though she was wobbly, she began to fight him again. She struggled, kicked back, tried to pry his hands from her body—

      Until Neal put a knife to her throat.

      She felt the bite of metal against her flesh and she stilled at once.

      “Prophecy or no, I will kill you, Lyra, before I let another man have you.” Neal paused before continuing, “But I don’t think that will happen—Sara will die unless you follow my instructions. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” Lyra mumbled as Mark dragged her mother closer, also with a knife to her throat.

      Neal pressed the knife harder against her, his voice rising. “Yes, what?”

      Lyra winced from the feel of the blade. He was even more insane than she’d thought. “Yes, Prophet.”

      An explosion blasted the compound, followed by another and another, and the ground seemed to tilt. When Neal stumbled backward, the dagger sliced into Lyra’s flesh, bringing a fresh bout of pain. Blood trickled down her neck. Just a little more pressure and he’d have slit her throat.

      Neal steadied himself and moved the blade away from Lyra’s neck and spun her around to face him. “Stupid bitch.” Blue eyes wild with fury, he grabbed her by the shoulder with one hand and backhanded her on the other side of her face so hard she fell again. Vaguely she was aware of the wreath of flowers tumbling off her head.

      Pain burst through her skull and she saw white sparks against a gray background. She tasted blood in her mouth from where her cheek had slammed up against her teeth. The beatings were making her dizzy and weak, and the tears from the pain wouldn’t stop flowing. Only the adrenaline rushing through her kept her from passing out, and the press of the stake against her thigh gave her hope.

      He was going to pay. And he was going to pay big.

      Neal grabbed her arm and jerked her to her feet, brought her around so that the knife was again at her throat, her back to his chest. He dragged her backward, heading out of the tent.

      As Neal started to drag her from the shelter, the lights went out again.

      The entire compound was dark.

      More bombs went off, illuminating small parts of the compound at a time.

      Flames shot up into the air.

      People shouted and screamed—the sounds came from everywhere.

      When Neal jerked her backward even harder, Lyra cried out.

      “Shut. Up. Bitch.” From her side vision she saw that her mother was being taken in the same direction and, like her, had a knife at her throat. “Fight me and I start slicing up Mommy.”

      A combination of deflation and hope clenched Lyra’s chest. But hope rose above all. This attack had to be Dare with reinforcements.

      Lyra let Neal drag her into the pouring rain. Instantly she was drenched. She had to work to keep her footing on the slick, muddy ground.

      A flare from an explosion lit up the night. In that second of light, her gaze landed on Jason, who stood beneath the shelter.

      He smiled. A cold, cruel, and calculating smile.

      Then the lights went out again.

      

      Dare jerked down his night-vision goggles.

      It was pure pandemonium in the compound with all the shrieking, shots being fired, and more explosions that helped serve as diversions as he searched for Lyra.

      He reached the canvas shelter and slipped around the back wall. Dare dodged cables and stepped over spikes holding the shelter up. He held his Glock in his right hand.

      When he made it around the back side of the tent, he saw two women being dragged away from the shelter by three men.

      Through the green glow of the goggles it was difficult to see their faces, but he knew in his gut that one of the women was Lyra.

      

      The pain from the slice at Lyra’s throat burned like fire, and her head spun from being slapped so much, not to mention her other wounds. She might as well have been in a car crash. Everything was starting to catch up with her, and she had to fight the dizziness away as Neal dragged her toward the Temple that was illuminated by an occasional explosion.

      Smells of smoke and something sharp and acrid filled the air despite the heavy fall of rain. Cold, wet night air chilled Lyra, and goose bumps rose on her flesh.

      The men dragged Lyra and Sara up the steps leading into the Temple. Two armed men stood at either side of the doorway, their guns aimed at the five people approaching them.

      “Stop pointing the fucking guns at me,” Neal growled.

      The men lowered their weapons.

      The door burst open. Lyra saw a fat man run through the doorway, illuminated by a fiery glow in the background.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going, Larry?” Neal shouted as the man rushed past him.

      The man didn’t pause as he ran down the Temple steps. “I’m out of here.”

      Neal turned his gaze on one of the guards. “Kill him.”

      One guard raised his rifle and shot the man called Larry in his back. The fat man dropped without a sound, and Lyra’s belly churned.

      “Just get out of the way and let me into the Temple.” Neal shouted. He paused and looked at both guards. “Shoot anyone who comes near.”

      “Yes, sir.” both men said.

      Mark backed up so that Neal could enter first with Lyra. When Adam opened the Temple door, Lyra blinked from the low lighting coming through the doorway. Additional generators, no doubt.

      Lyra couldn’t see Neal’s face from the position in which he held her, but she was able to see Mark’s. He glanced at Lyra’s mother, who stood placidly beside him.

      “She’s not going anywhere,” Mark said with a smirk. “She’s so drugged, she doesn’t even know what’s going on. After all these years, this time she took them without a fight.”

      Lyra stared at Sara. They’d drugged her mother?

      Neal moved Lyra forward through the foyer and to a door. Adam jerked it open. Neal removed the knife from Lyra’s throat and shoved her. She fell through the doorway into a room lit only by flickering candles. She landed on her hands and knees, jarring her teeth.

      The Temple’s main Prayer Room, a place she’d been to many times before she escaped. The immediate scents of burning candles and an all too familiar sickly-sweet smell met her nose, along with the odor of polish from the wooden floor. The only thing in the room was yet again one of Neal’s altars with his “tools of the Light.” This altar was bigger, though, extending from one side of the room to the other.

      Neal jerked her up by her hair again. Blackness started to close in on her until all she saw was a pinprick of light. This time it was much harder to keep from blacking out. She took a deep breath to get oxygen into her system. Her vision blurred, then slowly cleared.

      A measure of relief flowed through her when Neal released her so hard she landed on her ass. At least the knife was away from her neck and he wasn’t pulling her hair.

      She rested her head against the wall she was next to and tried to slow her breathing and her heart rate. She watched her mother being forced into the room onto the floor. Sara didn’t even make a cry when she was thrown into a corner and kicked in the side by Mark.

      Neal first. Lyra would kill Mark next.

      Adam shot a bolt in the door, locking it. In the glow of the candlelight, Lyra watched Neal, his eyes wild and his long, wet hair sticking to his face and neck. Despite all he’d done to her since she’d been kidnapped and brought back to The People, she’d never seen him look so furious. So furious that his face was red and he was shaking with rage.

      “I should kill you and be done with it,” Neal said to Lyra.

      From the corner of her eye, she saw Mark’s and Adam’s expressions. Mark appeared pleased, where Adam looked shocked.

      “However, you are the Chosen,” Neal continued, “and you will face your destiny once we get through this.” He stepped closer, his dagger still in his fist. “But the Prophet Jericho said nothing about not beating you daily once the baby is born.”

      Lyra swallowed and shrank against the wall. Neal had an insane light to his eyes and looked like he was barely holding himself back from beating her now. She didn’t know how much more she could take before passing out and being unable to help herself and Sara make an escape.

      The press of the stake against Lyra’s thigh was constantly in her thoughts. How was she going to use it to get herself and her mother out of here?

      “Weapons,” Neal said to Adam and Mark without looking at them.

      Each man grabbed a rifle from a cabinet Adam opened. It was filled with what looked like sophisticated weaponry. With a series of clicking noises, they loaded their rifles. Mark handed his to Neal and snatched another, loading it with the same efficiency he had used with Neal’s rifle.

      Neal grasped the dagger he’d held to Lyra’s throat in one hand, the rifle in the other. He slid his knife into a pocket of his robe yet still watched Lyra. Adam and Mark did the same, putting their knives away in the pockets of their jeans in favor of keeping both hands on their rifles.

      Lyra’s heart thumped as she looked from Neal, to Mark, to Adam. All three were prepared to use their guns. All three were prepared to murder anyone who tried to rescue her and her mother. Lyra and Sara were hostages. Truly hostages. And Neal was a madman.

      “Through the tunnel.” Neal grabbed Lyra’s hand and jerked her to her feet as he looked at Adam and Mark. “If anyone follows us, shoot to kill.”

      Neal’s gaze met Lyra’s and she went cold. “You promise now to fully cooperate or your mother’s dead.”
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      After the men shoved the women into the Temple and the door closed behind them, Dare slipped through the darkness toward the building. He analyzed the situation, taking in the pandemonium around him as well as what he had to get through to make it to the Temple and in the door.

      To either side of the entryway stood a guard who searched the night with his rifle, ready to take out any unwelcome guests.

      Dare holstered his Glock and jerked his rifle from over his shoulder. At this distance he’d need it.

      He pushed his goggles up, raised the rifle, and looked through the night-vision scope just in time to see one of the guards aiming directly at him.

      Dare dropped and rolled, continuing to move at the same time bullets whizzed past him. He didn’t hesitate, and as he turned he popped off a round of shots, taking out the shooter and the man next to him.

      When Dare was certain the men were both down, he pushed himself to his feet, checking around him to make sure there were no more guards. He slung the rifle over his shoulder again. He’d lost his goggles when he rolled, and he had to scoop them up and slip them back on.

      Even as he made his way through the mud puddles and pouring rain, more explosions continued around the compound. Sounded like the boys were having a good time with those diversions.

      Dare drew his Glock and Beretta, each one aimed at one of the guards’ bodies. He crept up to the huge building and cast glances over his shoulder to make sure no one else was in sight. When he was certain both men were dead, he holstered the Beretta.

      His earpiece crackled.

      “Where are you, Lancaster?” came Nick’s voice.

      “Temple, main door.” Dare wrapped his hand around the door handle.

      “Two seconds,” Nick said. “I’m right behind you.”

      Dare cast another glance over his shoulder. In moments, a shadowy figure approached. Dare crouched and held his gun steady. Through the green view of his goggles, he couldn’t tell if it was Nick, and he wasn’t taking any chances.

      “It’s me, buddy,” Nick said as he got closer and Dare made positive identification.

      “Watch my back.” Dare glanced at each felled guard. He’d never let down his awareness of them. “I’m going in.”

      “I’ve got you,” Nick said, this time without the transmitter, as he reached Dare.

      Dare nodded and opened the door. He held his Glock in the ready position as he peered inside. Not a sound. He rounded the door frame and found himself in a foyer. A door directly in front of him, hallways leading to the left and the right. At the end of one hallway a blue glow spilled out of a doorway. From his position it looked like there were cameras and monitors—some kind of surveillance room.

      It was dark in the opposite direction. With his goggles on, Dare saw they were in the clear.

      Nick closed the door behind them and they both paused. Dare clenched his fist tighter around the butt of his Glock as he listened. Still not a sound. He looked at his feet and saw smeared footprints leading into the door directly in front of them.

      He tried to open the door. Locked. He glanced at Nick, who was looking in the direction of the room with the blue glow.

      “Freeman, Harrison,” Dare said over the transmitter. “Temple, front and center. Manning, Lloyd, take the back.”

      All four men acknowledged Dare’s orders, and he turned to Nick. “I’ll head through here,” Dare said as he removed a silencer from his belt and screwed it onto the end of his Glock. “You check out that room.”

      Nick gave a quick nod and headed down the hallway. Dare pointed his weapon at the door handle. Two shots and the bolt was history.

      Hinges creaked as he pushed the door open to reveal a room lit only by candles. He held his gun ready and cleared the room. The room was empty, as he’d suspected. No exit in sight—but muddy tracks were smeared on the wooden floor along with water puddles from the rain.

      Dare closed the door behind him—he didn’t want any unwelcome surprises creeping up without some kind of noise. The creaky hinges would take care of that.

      The room smelled of candle wax, wood, and something else. Dare sniffed. Marijuana.

      Not much in the room. An altar, candles, a few supplies. To the right an open cabinet with a few choice weapons, and empty slots where others must have been.

      Through the green glow of his goggles, he followed the muddy trail of smeared footprints to a wall. The seams blended so well with the rest of the wall, he almost couldn’t make them out.

      He didn’t have time to figure out how to open it. He drew one of Nick’s IEDs from his weapons belt. This one was special. It was designed to make little noise while it more or less burned a hole through whatever it was attached to.

      It already had an adhesive strip. Dare pulled off the plastic covering the adhesive—it would give him ten seconds to get away from the wall.

      Just in case, Dare went as far back as the door and ducked down. In seconds, the IED flared with a crack and burned a hole through the thin plasterboard.

      Flames still burned around the edges of the opening as Dare reached it and stepped through into a dimly lit area. He pushed up his goggles. He was on a landing, and a set of stairs led down to a hard-packed dirt floor and dim lights were strung overhead. They probably used the tunnel for illegal activities, not to mention it made a great escape route.

      It had been too long since the men and women had entered the tunnel. He needed to get going and get going fast.

      “I see you, Lancaster,” came Nick’s voice over the transmitter, and Dare looked up to see a camera overhead. “This is a surveillance room. Can’t see our targets. There’s a well-monitored exit. Has to be their destination.”

      “Harrison, Freeman?” Dare said into his transmitter as he hurried down the tunnel, following the tracks and drops of water smudging the dirt.

      “Just reaching the Temple,” came Freeman’s voice.

      “Check out the rooms to either side of the one dead center,” Dare said as he made his way down the tunnel. “Then follow me.”

      “One minute and I’ll be covering your—” Nick’s voice crackled just before Dare’s transmitter went dead.

      

      As she was forced down the tunnel, Lyra felt the press of the stake against her thigh. A lot of good it was going to do her against three big men with guns.

      The five of them were drenched and Lyra’s teeth chattered. The mud that had been beneath her feet had been replaced by hard-packed earth.

      Neal gripped his rifle with both hands and glanced at Lyra. “As soon as we get out of here, I’ll take you where you’ll never be found, where you can never escape again. If you ever try, I’ll kill your mother.”

      Lyra found it hard to breathe. Just the thought of what Neal could do made her chest seize.

      They reached a sort of garage and came to a stop. Boxes were stacked on boxes around the circumference of the area. But in the middle were two black Hummers.

      Neal pointed his gun directly at Lyra. “Don’t move.” He glanced at Sara, who had been shoved down the tunnel and looked like an automaton. “I have to thank your mother for bringing you to me.” Neal smirked. “As soon as I met you, I knew you were the Chosen. I made sure you had nothing to keep you from being brought to the Temple of Light.”

      Everything started to blur around the edges of her sight. “What do you mean?” she said slowly as her skin began to tingle and the hair at her nape rose.

      Neal’s wicked smile moved from Lyra to her mother and back. “I set your father up. Called in the report about the bank robbery. Had a sniper ready to take your father out.”

      With every word, Lyra’s heart sank, her head spun, her legs wobbled. “You had my dad killed?”

      Neal shrugged. “I needed you and that couldn’t happen while he was around.” He glanced at Sara. “With your spineless mother, I knew I’d have you both once the cop was out of the way.”

      Fury chased away every ache, every pain, and for the first time since Lyra arrived in this place she could think clearly. “You bastard.” Her voice rose in strength. “No matter what happens right now, or in the future, you’ll pay. One way or another, you’ll pay.”

      Neal narrowed his eyes. He aimed his rifle at Sara’s head.

      A shot echoed through the room.

      Adam dropped to the floor. Red stained his shirt over his heart.

      Lyra looked up in time to see Dare around the corner of the tunnel. At the same time, she shoved up her robe and jerked out the stake.

      A loud boom from Neal’s gun.

      Sara screamed and grabbed her left shoulder. Blood blossomed on the tan of her robe as she fell and landed on her back.

      Lyra screamed, too. She tightened her grip on the stake.

      Mark swung his rifle toward the tunnel and started shooting at the same time he backed around one of the Hummers. His weapon was an automatic, and every bullet kicked up dirt from the tunnel walls.

      Despite being shot, a suddenly very alert Sara dug her hand into her robe.

      She pulled out the stake she had taken in Lyra’s tent.

      Sara launched herself at Mark and buried the stake in his thigh.

      “Fuck.” Mark shouted, and fell behind the Hummer, his rifle clattering beneath him. His legs disappeared as he started crawling out of sight.

      Neal grabbed Lyra’s arm and started to pull her around one of the Hummers.

      With all the fury piled up inside her, Lyra twisted away from Neal’s grip.

      She gripped the stake as he turned back to her.

      Lyra drove the point of the stake straight into Neal’s groin.

      Neal screamed, a high-pitched sound. He dropped the rifle and fell to his knees. He yanked the stake from his groin and doubled over, still shrieking. Blood poured over the dirt floor. The stake rolled away.

      Neal’s whole body jerked and shook. He grabbed his rifle and pointed it at Lyra.

      

      Dare rounded the vehicle. Rage filled him and he didn’t have to stop to think. One shot in the center of his forehead and Barker was gone.

      “Mom.” Lyra yelled, and started to run to her mother, but Dare held her back with one arm.

      “Get down.” he ordered, his voice coming out harsh with his command. “Stay behind the wheel of that Hummer. Mark is still around.”

      Lyra hesitated as she gave another look at her mother, who lay on her side, looking at Lyra. “Listen to him,” her mother got out in a croak.

      Lyra nodded, then obeyed and sat with her back against the vehicle’s giant wheel. Dare’s keen gaze had taken in her appearance the moment he spotted her with Barker. Her face was bloodied and bruised, and blood dried in a thin line across her throat.

      If it weren’t for another man with a gun out to kill them, Dare would have taken even greater satisfaction at finally ridding the world of Neal Barker.

      Instead Dare kept low, both hands on his Glock. Nick was in the room now, and Dare motioned with his head in the direction Mark had crawled, then pointed at the opposite end of the Hummer for his partner to take that angle.

      Dare slowly peeked around the Hummer. No sign of Mark, but a blood smear marred the dirt floor. The man was injured from the stake. An injured man was even more deadly.

      Freeman peered around the tunnel, searching the room with his gun. “Secured, Lancaster?” Freeman asked.

      “One man. Armed,” Dare said. “On the other side of the second Hummer.”

      “Let’s give him some company,” Harrison said, and Dare looked over his shoulder just in time to see the man punch a button on the wall. A large garage door rose with loud creaks and groans, a door wide and big enough for both vehicles to drive out.

      Freeman, Harrison, and Nick all took places around the Hummers and aimed their assault rifles toward the opening.

      “Yo.” Dare jerked his head toward Manning’s voice but didn’t see him in the darkness. “We’ve taken down every fucker up here. Gotta get on out of this place. Cops are close.”

      Screams of distant sirens met Dare’s ears. “One more asshole to get rid of,” he said, and moved around the Hummer, only to see Nick at the opposite end.

      They made it to the second vehicle and, as one, swung around only to face each other again. No Mark. Only a bloody stake on the floor.

      Dare quickly took in the smeared footprints, the spots of blood, and the fact that the door of the Hummer was slightly ajar. He jerked his thumb toward the door and Nick gave a sharp nod.

      The engine roared to life.

      “Shit.” Dare barely rolled out of the way before the vehicle backed up the ramp—then Mark sped forward and rammed the Hummer into the other one, where Lyra was hiding.

      Lyra cried out.

      Dare saw red.

      He fired off a round at the driver’s side of the Hummer but only made pockmarks in the bulletproof glass. His men were doing a job on the vehicle, too, but the bullets couldn’t pass through the metal or the glass.

      This time the Hummer roared up the ramp.

      “Clear.” Manning shouted.

      Dare and the other men dropped to the ground. A thump-pop sound.

      An explosion beneath the Hummer.

      The vehicle raised up from its hind end. Flipped onto its back. Skidded into the garage and rammed the other Hummer.

      Manning, Lloyd, and Freeman guarded the entrance to the garage as flames roared on the Hummer’s underside.

      Nick and Harrison aimed their guns at the driver’s side door of the vehicle as the door popped open and Mark tumbled out. He was weaponless, and blood smeared his forehead.

      “To your feet,” Nick shouted. As much as they all probably wanted to, they couldn’t shoot an unarmed man.

      Dare went to Lyra, grabbed her hand, and drew her to her feet.

      “I knew the bitch would ruin everything.” Mark had his hands behind his head and leaned a bit to spit blood even as he glared at Lyra. “Should have killed her when I had the chance. Neal was too fucking obsessed with her and the fucking Prophecy.”

      “Tie up the bastard,” Dare said, and he knew murder was in his expression. “Leave him in the tunnel for law enforcement to put him behind bars.” He glanced at the still-burning Hummer. “We’ve got to get the hell out of here.”

      “Bitch.” Mark shouted as Nick searched him and tossed out a knife he found in the man’s boot, beneath his jeans.

      Freeman slung a rope to Nick and he made short work of tying the man up, hands and ankles, and dragging him into the tunnel.

      “Fucking bitch.” Mark screamed. “You killed him. You ruined everything.”

      Dare’s thoughts of murder were interrupted when Freeman said, “We found a serious shitload of drugs and military weapons. These guys are going down.”

      Lyra had run to the woman lying on the floor on the other side of the Hummer. She rolled her mother so that she could cradle Sara in her lap. Sara took shallow breaths. Blood soaked her robe at her shoulder and chest. Her head tilted back, her eyes closed.

      Only her low moan told Dare she was still alive. Lyra turned to him as she held her mother. Tears flooded Lyra’s battered features. “Help me. Please.”

      Dare holstered his Glock and hurried to Lyra and her mother, confident that Nick and the other men would watch his back in case anyone else came at them.

      Dare bent to check Sara’s wound, hoping it wasn’t fatal. When he pushed aside the opening of her robe the tightness in his gut eased. It looked like a clean shot through her upper arm. Just as Dare was about to pull out his dagger to cut strips of cloth from the woman’s robe to bind the wound, Nick handed him a bundle.

      “Figured Barker would be good for something,” Nick said.

      Dare grabbed the cloths and folded one into a thick pad to press against the wound, then quickly bound it.

      Siren screams were louder now. The cavalry had arrived. They had to get the hell out of there.

      Lyra found herself being drawn out of the garage by Dare and into the pouring rain with four men—six including Dare and Nick. Nick carried her mother. Lyra ran behind Dare, who’d released her hand so that he could keep his grip on his gun.

      It was so dark that she almost didn’t see him.

      Jason.

      She came to a complete stop and screamed. He lunged for her. He grabbed her neck and squeezed hard as he took her to the ground.

      A strangled sound came from her throat.

      “Bitch,” Jason shouted, his eyes wild. “You killed my father.”

      Jason was jerked away. His hands slipped from her neck.

      Dare slammed his fist into Jason’s face. He flew back and landed on his ass, but he quickly scrambled to his feet.

      Jason whipped out a knife as he charged toward Lyra again. A shot echoed through the night and he crumpled onto the ground.

      Lyra’s gaze was hazy from the rain, but she saw one of the men still had his gun aimed at Jason’s body—a hole was in the center of Jason’s forehead. Lyra turned her face away. The sick feeling in her stomach multiplied.

      The sound of sirens screamed in Lyra’s head. Dare reached for her hand. He helped her to her feet, then swept her into his arms, startling her into letting out a small cry.

      All six men tore through the forest. Dare seemed to carry her effortlessly as they ran, as Nick did with Sara. The sirens screamed and lights flashed through the forest. Of course, the men wouldn’t want anyone to know they had anything to do with the attack on the compound, so they ran like hell. Lyra noticed they all had goggles that they pulled over their eyes as they ran, no doubt for night vision, so that they didn’t run into anything.

      It seemed like they ran forever, but before she knew it, they were at two large black vehicles. One was a Hummer like the two in the garage. The other she thought was a Range Rover. They piled into the vehicles. Lyra found herself on Dare’s lap in the backseat of the Hummer while Nick cradled Sara next to her. One of the men Lyra didn’t know still had on a pair of those strange-looking goggles.

      Dare and Nick had ripped their goggles off their heads and tossed them in the back. The dark-haired man started the vehicle and tore out of the hideaway—with the lights off. Another man she didn’t know was in the passenger seat.

      Dare held her midsection tighter, obviously trying to keep her from falling off his lap. Lyra grasped the back of the passenger seat as the vehicle jolted them while they traveled down a rough dirt road.

      Once they neared the paved highway, the man driving the Hummer pulled off the side of the road and into a thick grove of trees. She looked over her shoulder and saw the Rover pull up behind them. Lights of countless law enforcement vehicles and fire engines going to the commune flashed through the rainy night.

      “Think the cops will see us?” Lyra whispered.

      “We’re hidden well enough, and the vehicles should blend with the night,” Dare said.

      “What about Mom?” Lyra trembled as she looked at her mother, who was still lying in Nick’s arms.

      “No blood spotting the pad.” Nick glanced at Lyra. “When I wrapped it, the wound looked clean. I think she’ll be all right till we get to the cabin.”

      When the flood of lights waned on the road and concentrated on the compound, the driver of the Hummer pulled out and continued to drive off-road with his lights off and the goggles on.

      What was going to happen to all The People? Would those who weren’t guilty of any crimes be treated as the innocents they were?

      When they reached an isolated cabin deep in the woods. Dare and Nick carried Lyra and her mother inside and took them to a room. Vaguely Lyra wondered whose cabin it was.

      When they were in the bedroom, one of the big men brought in a first-aid kit. Nick settled Sara on one side of a large bed and started tending to her wound right away.

      “She’ll be all right,” Nick said as he glanced up. “Clean shot, bullet went straight through the fleshy part of her arm.”

      Relief flooded Lyra.

      Then she started shaking. Her skin turned to ice, and her head spun. She felt all the blood drain from her face.

      Dare scooped Lyra into his arms. “She’s going into shock.”

      He took her to the other side of the bed and immediately wrapped her in blankets. Her whole body went numb.

      This time when blackness closed in on her she didn’t fight it.
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      Red, orange, and blue flames illuminated Neal’s features and were reflected in his eyes. His expression was crazed, insane. He stalked her, a dagger raised high. His mouth twisted in an evil smile.

      Red horns sprouted from his head, and his tail whipped around and lashed Lyra’s face. Pain ripped through her and she stumbled back.

      Neal raised the weapon higher. It turned into a pitchfork with three daggers for tines. He raised the pitchfork—

      He exploded.

      Flesh and blood splattered the room.

      He was gone.

      Gone.

      Neal was forever gone.

      She stood in the corner, shaking as blood drenched her robe.

      Arms wrapped around her from behind.

      A warm embrace that she melted into as she slipped into a safe and loving sleep.

      

      Lyra slowly opened her eyes. Her eyelids felt heavy and she blinked a few times.

      Slivers of light peeked through blinds on a window. Her face burned, her throat burned, and her head and body ached. Her mind tried to sort out the dream from reality. This time instead of ending in terror, it had ended with her feeling that she was finally safe. Finally.

      And the arms around her had made her feel secure and loved.

      Memories were at the tip of her consciousness, but she couldn’t quite grasp them. Her sleep-fuddled mind tried to puzzle them out. Slowly the memories came into focus.

      Neal. Being kidnapped. Being beaten. Hurting Neal with the stake. Neal being shot. Then all of them escaping.

      The heavy arm draped over her waist and firm body pressed against her back made her feel very alive.

      Dare. She allowed herself to relax into the embrace. The feeling of being safe and loved filled her with a power that made all of her pains not matter.

      Shock jolted her out of her dreamlike state. She sat up and pushed Dare’s arm off. Fear rushed through her.

      “Mom.” she said in a rusty croak.

      “Shhh.” Dare sat up beside her and wrapped one of his arms around her shoulders as she jerked her head up to look at him. He gave her a hint of a smile. “She’ll be all right. She’s in another bedroom.”

      Lyra sagged against Dare. He brought them both back to lie on the bed, and he turned her so that she was snuggled against him, one of his arms wrapped around her as she pressed her cheek against his chest. Her face stung from the contact, but she didn’t care. She was in his arms again. And her mother was going to be all right.

      Lyra gradually became aware of her surroundings. They were in a strange room. “Where are we?”

      Dare pressed his lips to her temple that wasn’t bruised. “My ranch.”

      “Where’s Mom?” she asked.

      “In one of the spare bedrooms.” He pressed another kiss to her skin. “Resting.”

      Lyra breathed a deep sigh of relief until her thoughts returned to the nightmare at Neal’s compound. “What about all of The People?”

      “Law enforcement will sort things out,” he said. “Only those leading the cult will be arrested. It’ll take some time, but they’ll separate those who are innocent from those who belong in jail.” He lightly stroked her hair from her face, and she felt like he couldn’t get enough of touching her. “There was a lot of drugs and so many weapons that those responsible will be put away for a long time.”

      “I don’t understand how they’ll do that—separate the innocent from those who deserve to be put away,” she said.

      “They have their methods.” Dare offered her a smile. “Like I said, it’ll take time.”

      Lyra was quiet for a moment. “I know some people were there against their will, but others truly believed in Neal and the Temple of Light. What do you think will happen to them?”

      “Those who choose to leave the cult will hopefully be reacclimated to a normal life free of tyranny. The others…” Dare shook his head and sighed. “I guess we’ll have to see how they pick up the pieces. They might go to one of the satellite compounds and follow the leadership of Neal’s other commanders for all we know.”

      She rubbed her face against his chest despite the ache in her cheek. “I feel so bad for all of them.” She hesitated. “Did—did anyone die? Other than Neal, Jason, and Adam?”

      “Yes.” Dare paused, his look serious. “But as far as I know, no civilians were killed. Only injuries, none fatal.” Lyra didn’t know what to say as her gaze locked with his. People had died. Because of her?

      Dare seemed to read her expression. “No, honey. You can’t take responsibility for anyone who died. They were men who knew what they were doing and who were most likely involved in weapons trading and running drugs. They might even have been involved in murder.”

      Then it occurred to her she’d forgotten one other person. “Mrs. Yosko. How is she?”

      Dare grinned this time and touched his finger to her nose. “She decided she wanted to go into the retirement center. She called it ‘the old farts’ home.’”

      “That sounds like something she would say.” Lyra gave a soft laugh. “So she chose to go there? No one forced her?”

      “She actually seemed pleased.” Dare ran his finger along her cheekbone. “Although Nick’s not so sure about it.”

      Lyra cocked an eyebrow. “And why’s that?”

      “Mrs. Y insisted that Nick keep Dixie.”

      Lyra choked with laughter. “I can just imagine how that went over.”

      Dare’s grin broadened. “Let’s just say that Mrs. Y won.”

      Lyra sniggered again.

      One more thought came to her mind, but this one made her chest so heavy she could barely breathe, and all laughter and happiness left her.

      “It was Neal all this time.” A ball of pain expanded in her throat and her eyes burned. “He had my dad killed. It was all because of me. All because of me. It was my fault.”

      Dare narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean, Neal had your father killed?”

      She looked up at him through her watery gaze. “Neal set my dad up.” She hiccupped. “He had a sniper shoot Dad so that Neal could take me into the Temple of Light”

      Dare brought her closer to him. “I’m sorry, honey.”

      “So it’s my fault,” she whispered as she closed her eyes.

      “Hey.” Dare grasped her chin and forced her to open her eyes and look up at him. “You can’t take the blame for any of this. Not one bit. I’m not going to let you. He was a crazy sonofabitch and absolutely none of this was any of your doing.”

      Lyra wasn’t sure the heavy pain in her chest would ever go away.

      Exhaustion finally overcame her as Dare held her close. Her body went limp, and she relaxed into a deep sleep.

      

      Dare stood behind Lyra as she paused to look in the mirror in his bedroom. Every time she looked at her bruised features and the scab on her throat, she felt sick to her belly, yet relieved at the same time. Neal Barker would never hurt her or anyone else again.

      She couldn’t feel sorry for him.

      It had been six days since the “incident,” and the swelling on her face had gone down and her bruises were yellowing around the edges. But her heart and soul—those would take a lot of time to heal.

      Her eyes met Dare’s in the mirror, and she saw that he still felt anger at what she’d gone through, but his features softened every time he looked at her.

      She pulled away from him and started down the hallway to the room Mom was staying in. Lyra’s heart also ached for her mother. To have let everything go to Neal and be left with nothing.

      “If my landlord will let me come back, my mom and I can live in the house in Bisbee,” Lyra said to Dare as they entered Sara’s room. “I make enough with my art that I can support both of us.”

      Dare cleared his throat. When she glanced at him her heart did a little flip-flop even though he wore a frown. “We’ll discuss this later,” he said.

      She blinked. What was with him?

      Lyra went to her mother and sat on the chair beside Sara’s bed. Lyra brushed her lips over her mother’s forehead, leaned back, and smiled. Despite her bullet wound and the beating, Sara was looking so much better already, younger even, now that she’d been taken away from the cult.

      “How are you feeling today?” Lyra asked her mother.

      “Just tired.” Sara managed a weak smile. “I’ll be up and around by tomorrow.”

      Sara was taking longer to heal than most people with her type of injury, Dare had told Lyra. The healing process was longer for Sara because of the trauma she’d been through—and was still going through. She’d spent eight years in a cult. The pain of that experience wasn’t going to allow her to heal for a long time.

      Lyra and her mother had spent a lot of time talking over the past six days. They had so much to catch up on. During the times Sara had been awake, they’d shared tears at the sad things that had happened in their lives and smiled and laughed at happier memories.

      Lyra had cried about feeling responsible for all that had happened, and her mother had wanted to take the blame for even introducing Lyra to Neal. But in the end, they came to terms with the fact that it all came down to an insane man and now it was time to get on with their lives.

      She’d even told her mother about the time she’d met Nick. She gave a wry smile at her description of him. A weird, paranoid neat freak. He might be a neat freak, but he definitely wasn’t weird or paranoid. He was absolutely gorgeous and cautious rather than paranoid. There must be something in his past that made him wary of being easily located.

      Kind of like herself, Lyra thought.

      What she hadn’t talked to her mother about was her growing feelings for Dare. Just thinking about him created that crazy sensation in her belly. Lyra was happy her mother genuinely seemed to like Dare.

      Dare left the room and Lyra spent more time with Sara. When her mother’s eyelids started to get droopy, Lyra stood. “Get some rest, Mom.”

      Sara smiled. “I know you have other things to attend to.” She looked at Dare, who walked into the room as she said that, and Lyra’s cheeks heated.

      Dare took her hand and led her from the bedroom, his grip warm and firm. It was surprising how much of a gentleman Dare was. He always helped her into the SUV or car before getting into the driver’s side, escorted her places with his hand at her lower back, and opened doors, allowing her to go first. He seemed to know just when she needed a hug and when she needed a little distance.

      Something that meant so much to Lyra was that Dare had gone to the home she had shared with Mrs. Yosko and retrieved all of the materials she used to create her artwork. He’d even given her one of his spare bedrooms to use as her place to retreat and work on projects while her mother recovered. It was therapeutic to create, and it helped bring Lyra to terms with her new life. It still hurt to think of the people who’d betrayed her in her life, like Becca, but Lyra could move on.

      She’d never be on the run again.

      Lyra had kept busy these past days during the times Dare left to tackle one of his PI cases or to work his ranch. She liked having a little breathing room. She’d always needed space at times, which was when she did her artwork. Besides, there was something special she’d been making for Dare.

      While they walked from her mother’s bed into the front room, Lyra studied his profile. He was so sexy with his slightly wavy short brown hair, his coffee brown eyes. He had the sleeves of his denim shirt rolled up to his elbows, and she liked to watch the play of muscles in his forearms, his long, strong fingers. He had a way of looking at her that made her feel like she was the most beautiful woman on earth.

      Only problem was that he’d been treating her like a fragile piece of glass since he’d rescued her. She wanted more, so much more.

      He’d been so attentive. They’d talked so much, shared stories of the past and more of their hopes and dreams, and he’d helped her through the trauma she’d experienced.

      The one thing they hadn’t discussed was the two of them.

      Was there a “two of them?”

      When they reached the great room, Dare glanced at her and her cheeks heated at being caught studying him. He gave her that sexy smile of his that just made her want to dissolve into a puddle of liquid heat. It sent those butterfly sensations straight to her abdomen.

      Lyra drew in a deep inhale and slowly let out her breath.

      Dare brought her around to face him. He traced his fingers over the bruises on her face so lightly it felt like a feather brushed her skin. “Are you feeling better?” he said in a husky voice.

      She nodded. “I’m fine. Especially when I’m with you.”

      He cradled her cheeks and brushed his lips across hers. “I just can’t get enough of you, Lyra Collins.”

      She sighed with happiness. The way he made her feel—she’d never felt so loved and cared for. Not since her father died.

      This was different. So much more different.

      But if Dare didn’t make a move soon, she was going to jump him. “Hold on.” She drew away from his light kiss. “There’s something I want to give you.”

      He cocked a brow. “Lead the way.”

      Lyra took him by the hand and led him to the other side of the house and the spare room she’d been using for her artwork. On the table in the corner there were strips of metal and a few creations. But not what she’d hidden away just for him.

      They walked toward the closet and she let his hand go. Dare paused at the table and picked up the small, flat tin that she’d created long ago. He smoothed his thumb over the well-worn metal. “You carry this everywhere, don’t you.” It was a statement.

      Lyra gave a sad smile. “It’s very precious to me.” She moved beside him and took the tin, then carefully opened it. Inside the flat container, nestled in tissue paper, was a policeman’s badge.

      “Your father’s,” Dare said.

      She lightly stroked the badge with her forefinger and took a deep breath. “Eight years and it still hurts.” She closed the tin and Dare wrapped his hands around hers and together they held on to the box.

      “I’m sorry, honey.”

      She reached up and kissed him lightly on his stubbled cheek. She tried to step back. Dare placed his forehead against hers, and she said, “I’m not sure I’ll ever get over the feeling that it was my fault.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” he said with his forehead still against hers. “Let it go.”

      She sighed, then drew back. “What about you? You blamed yourself for your partner’s death. Have you let it go?”

      Dare had given it a lot of thought during the week since they’d raided the compound and brought Lyra home. The memory of the day his partner died was still clear. But the guilt… There’d been nothing Dare could have done to save his partner. Just like Lyra wasn’t responsible for her father’s death, Dare hadn’t been responsible for his partner being shot and not making it.

      Dare met Lyra’s gaze. “I’m working on it.”

      She cupped his jaw in her hand. “We’ll work on it together.”

      They still held the tin within their clenched hands, his palms warm around hers when their lips met. He slipped his tongue into her mouth, and she danced with him, loving his masculine taste and his scent of desert wind and male.

      When he pulled away and released her hands, he brushed his knuckles lightly over her cheek. “I can’t stop thinking of what he did to you.”

      “I’m fine.” She smiled. “You can stop treating me like I’m going to break.”

      “You’re precious,” he said, and brushed his lips over her forehead.

      Lyra set the tin on what had become her worktable, next to a metal windmill created from slices of old soda cans.

      He picked up the yellow teddy bear on her worktable. “Was this from your father?”

      She shook her head. “From Mom.” She took it from him and hugged it before setting it aside. “It was the one thing small enough I could take that she’d given me. I didn’t realize just how much I missed her until I saw her again. I wanted to blame her for everything, but inside I knew it wasn’t her fault.”

      Lyra gave a sad smile. “The bear and the tin with my dad’s badge were in a small backpack I always wore before Neal took us to the commune. They’re small enough that I was able to stuff them into the pockets of my robe before he took everything away from us.”

      Dare’s features tensed, and she tried to brush it away with the back of her hand. “I have something just for you,” she said.

      She moved away from him and opened the closet door. She withdrew a bouquet-filled vase and turned back to him.

      “Roses.” Dare swallowed a lump that formed in his throat. “You stopped making them after your father died.”

      She handed the handmade vase and roses to him and gave him her sweet smile. “Now I’ll make roses for you. I hope you like them.”

      For a moment Dare couldn’t find the words to express what her gesture meant to him. Damn, even the backs of his eyes stung.

      Some of the roses were buds, while others were in full bloom. They had been designed from all types of metal, each rose a different color—reds, yellows, blues, pinks. The vase was one of her hodgepodge designs that he loved.

      Dare swallowed again and gripped the vase tight in his palms. “They’re beautiful.”

      He set the bouquet on the table and brought her into his embrace. “Thank you,” he whispered against her ear. He lightly kissed her from her earlobe to her mouth. For a long time, he just held her. She felt so good in his arms, and he was never going to let her go.

      Dare raised his head and looked at Lyra. Her face was flushed and her green eyes seemed darker than they usually did.

      “I have something for you,” he said, and she gave him a surprised look. He cradled the vase of roses in one arm and took her hand with his free one. He squeezed it, then led her out of the bedroom, down the hall, and into the master bedroom they had shared over the past few days. Where he’d just held her every night, wanting more than that but waiting until she was healed. Until she was ready.

      He flicked on the light switch, and two lamps turned on, one on either side of the bed. After he released her hand, he set the vase of roses on top of the bureau and moved to the nightstand, which was the only place he could think to hide the box until he felt the time was right. This was definitely the right time.

      With his back to her, he withdrew the black velvet jeweler’s box and wrapped his palm around it, hiding it. He faced her again and she looked at him with a puzzled expression. When he strode back to her and they stood but inches apart, he opened the box and raised it so that she could see the ring.

      Lyra caught her breath and her heart lurched. She brought her hand to her throat as she stared at the diamond, her eyes wide. It was beautiful. A simple square-cut diamond that must have been at least a carat was in a platinum setting and nestled in black velvet.

      Slowly she raised her eyes to meet his. He was smiling and yet there was uncertainty in his eyes, too.

      “Will you marry me, Lyra Collins?” His voice was low and husky.

      No words would come out. She felt dazed, as if it were all a dream.

      “I think I fell in love with you the moment you shot me with that pepper spray.” He grinned, then his face went serious again as he caught her left hand in his and raised it. “Say yes.”

      Lyra opened her mouth. Closed it. His brown eyes locked with hers, and she didn’t ever want to look away. When she could finally speak, it came out in a low whisper. “Yes.”

      He grinned and took her mouth with a hard, possessive kiss. Her mind swirled. The whole room felt like it was whirling around them. Had Dare just proposed to her? And she’d accepted?

      He drew away, smiling, and withdrew the ring from the box. Her heart pumped like mad as he set the box aside and slid the diamond and platinum ring over her ring finger. The diamond caught the light and sparkled. The band was a little loose, but she didn’t care.

      Dare had told her he loved her. He’d asked her to marry him. She flung her arms around his neck and pressed her cheek against his denim shirt. “I love you, Dare. I don’t know when it happened, but it just felt right, like we were meant to be together.”

      “We are.” He pressed his lips against her hair. “Always.”
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      Dare took Lyra’s hand and led her to the bed. Her heart raced and her thoughts spun. She was going to marry Dare. It didn’t seem real.

      When they reached the side of the bed, he slipped his fingers into her short hair that had now turned a shade of strawberry blond as the dye had faded. He cupped her head, obviously taking care not to touch her wound. His brown eyes captivated her, drawing her in and making her feel as if she were a part of him. The marks on his face from when she’d scratched him were all but gone, and his bruises had faded.

      He brought his mouth to hers and gently moved his lips as if taking his time to savor her, like they had all the time in the world. The slight brush of his mouth sent tingles radiating throughout her, even more than when he’d kissed her other times.

      The pressure on her mouth increased. Dare gently bit her lower lip and she sighed. a sigh full of longing and love and the thought of a future together with him. To be with him always.

      He slipped his tongue into her mouth. She loved the taste of him. Loved the way he explored her, lightly running his tongue along her teeth, then the inside of her cheeks. The texture of his tongue against hers added to the eroticism of the kiss. She’d never felt anything like this before.

      She returned his kiss, exploring his mouth as he had explored hers. It was a delicious sensation as their lips and tongues moved together. Her breathing grew heavier and she felt the rise and fall of his chest against hers. With the softest touch that made her shiver, he slid his hands from her hair and moved his fingers down her shoulders, then forearms, up to where she had her arms wrapped around his neck.

      He gently took her wrists and brought her hands down and linked his fingers with hers. The ring on her finger felt good as they squeezed their hands together. He placed his forehead to hers again and pressed their bodies closer. His belt buckle rubbed her skin through the light T-shirt she wore. He kissed her again, just the slightest of kisses.

      Dare released Lyra’s hands, his gut tightening as he looked down into her green eyes. She was so sweet, so full of life and surprises. Her gift had touched him so deeply that it magnified his feelings for her. He had never known what it was like to truly love a woman until he met Lyra. He thanked whatever divine powers there might be for bringing her into his life.

      He brushed her hair out of her eyes. Her lips were moist and her expression one of need and love for him. “You are so beautiful,” he murmured. “From that first moment, I knew you were special.”

      She gave a mischievous smile. “Even with the pepper spray, huh?”

      “Especially with the pepper spray.” He rubbed their noses together. “If it wasn’t for the fact that deep in my gut I knew that you were the one for me, I would have been more nervous about asking you to marry me. But hell, I wouldn’t have taken a no.”

      Lyra drew away just enough to kiss the end of his nose. “You didn’t have to ask me twice.”

      He skimmed his fingers down her sides and felt her shiver beneath his touch. He gripped the ends of her T-shirt and drew it up and over her head, with her help. He rubbed his palms over her white cotton bra and squeezed, enjoying her soft moan.

      Butterflies zinged through Lyra’s belly. He reached around her and unclasped her bra, and she promised herself she was going to buy satin and sexy lingerie from now on. But like the times before, he didn’t seem to care what she wore. He was more intent on unwrapping her piece by piece.

      When he tossed her bra aside, he took both of her breasts in his hands and pressed them together so that he could flick his tongue across one to the other and back. Lyra couldn’t hold back a whimper as she clenched her hands in his hair.

      Dare released her breasts and raised his head. “I want to touch you everywhere.”

      Lyra let her expression show that she agreed by locking her gaze with his. His coffee-colored eyes looked more like a shade of espresso, they were so dark.

      He knelt and took one of her shoes in his hands and she released his hair to brace her palms on his shoulders. After untying the laces, he slipped off the shoe and set it aside, before doing the same with the other. Her socks went next. As he took off each sock, he stroked her foot from the heel to the arch, making her shiver. He removed them in such a sexy way that it made her feel like her feet were major erogenous zones.

      When he finished with her shoes and socks, he remained kneeling and slid his palms up her thighs to her waist. He hooked his index fingers in her waistband on either side of her, and his fingers caressed her belly as he brought them around to the button of her Levi’s. He unhooked the button, then unzipped her jeans.

      He was going so slowly, every movement so sensual, like he wanted to make this moment last forever. Something they would treasure throughout their lives.

      Dare slipped her jeans over her hips, down her thighs, and she braced her hands on his shoulders as she stepped out of her Levi’s. Still on his knees, he buried his face against her and she heard his deep inhale. His tongue darted out and she gasped with pleasure when she felt him through the cloth of her white cotton panties. She was definitely buying something sexy for the next time they made love.

      Just the realization that they would be making love again and again throughout their lives had her heart thumping harder and heat flushing over her skin.

      “I can’t believe I’ll have you forever,” he murmured as if reading her thoughts. He slipped his hands inside her panties and began to draw them down. “To have you, to hold you, to be with you.”

      “Always,” Lyra said as he pulled her panties all the way down and she kicked them aside. “You’re mine, cowboy.”

      He gripped her thighs and looked up at her. The corner of his mouth turned up in that sexy grin that made her knees weak.

      Dare buried his face against her, this time without the barrier of her panties. She clenched her hands in his shirt at his shoulders and cried out with pleasure. The only thing that kept her from falling was the fact that she had her hands braced on his shoulders.

      Wild sensations built within her, moving down her legs, up to her belly, over her breasts, and straight to the roots of her hair. Her limbs quivered and she knew she was so close to climax that her thoughts began to spin.

      She lost it. Her knees buckled and not even her hands on his shoulders could hold her up. Sparks were shooting through her body and she’d never felt so much heat. She was on fire.

      Lyra found herself on her knees facing Dare. He clasped her hips as she continued to tremble, and he kissed her. Just the gentleness of his kiss and the feel of his hands on her hips made her orgasm continue until she finally stopped shaking.

      “Dare.” She collapsed against him, her head to his chest, his shirt abrading her nipples.

      They were still kneeling as he rubbed his hands up and down her bare skin at her sides and her back. “You’re even more beautiful when you climax. I wish you could see yourself.”

      “Mmmmm,” was all Lyra could get out at that moment.

      When her breathing and the pounding of her heart slowed, she looked up at Dare. “Your turn. I want your clothes off.”

      “So do I.” He kissed her, then drew her up so that they were both standing.

      She unbuttoned his western shirt, forcing herself to take it as slow as Dare had. It was so hard when what she really wanted to do was rip his clothes off and have him inside of her. She moved her hands up his solid chest and lightly traced the wound on his shoulder. He caught her hand and held it to the scar, and they looked at each other for a long moment.

      She moved their hands away from the spot and pressed her lips along the scar. She began to trail her fingers over his chest, loving the feel of his skin beneath her fingertips.

      Dare held his breath as the beautiful naked woman before him rubbed her palms over his chest, her hands exploring him. Her eyes were dark and smoky as she raised her head to push his shirt over his shoulders. It slid down his arms, and he let it drop to the floor.

      Lyra’s palms skimmed his biceps to his forearms and wrists, then back up again until her hands were flat at each of his sides, on his rib cage. She ran her fingers over his abs at the same time she leaned closer and licked his nipple. The sensation of her warm tongue on him went straight through his chest to his groin. She tasted each nipple, and the cool air made the tiny nubs harder when she moved her mouth and tongue away. He’d never realized his own flat nipples could be erogenous zones, but the way Lyra was flicking her tongue over them and sucking—it about made him come unglued.

      She kissed her way from his chest, slowly trailing her tongue through the fine sprinkling of hair. She licked and nipped at him from his abs to the waist of his Wranglers. She knelt and surprised him by reaching around him, grabbing his ass, and squeezing both cheeks.

      “You have such a nice ass,” she murmured, and he would have laughed if his erection weren’t straining so hard against his jeans that it actually hurt.

      Her focus was totally on her task as he watched her lick the skin around his navel. She dipped her tongue inside and he groaned. A rush of pleasure radiated from his navel to his groin.

      Lyra slid her fingers around his waistband until she reached his belt buckle. She abandoned his navel to lean back just enough to unfasten the buckle and pull the belt from the loops of his Wranglers. She tossed it aside to clunk on the wooden floor, then slid her palms down one pant leg to his boot.

      “We’ve got to get these off,” she said as she looked up at him and their eyes met.

      She was so beautiful, especially with her hair tousled, her lips swollen from their kisses, and her body bare of any clothing.

      “Hold on,” he said, his voice husky with need for her.

      He braced his hands on her shoulders as he toed off each boot, then kicked them aside. Lyra smiled and pushed up one pant leg and eased his sock down over his heel and then his toes. She tickled the bottom of his foot and grinned up at him when he said in a mock warning tone, “Lyra…”

      Damn, he hadn’t even known he was ticklish. She teased him again as she drew off his other sock and threw it on top of the first.

      When his boots and socks were off, she reached for the button on his Wranglers and fought with it a bit before it came undone. He could breathe again as she unzipped his jeans and his erection was no longer bound by the stiff material.

      “I love your thighs,” she said as she pushed his pants and underwear down his legs to his calves and feet and he kicked them off.

      When he was naked, he grasped Lyra by the shoulders and drew her up with him. “I can’t get enough of you.” He pressed his lips to her hair and held her by her waist as he brought her up with him to stand.

      Lyra melted against him and sighed as she slipped her arms around his neck. She tilted her head up and he brushed his lips over hers.

      “I’m ready for more, Dare,” she said against his mouth. “I want this night to last forever.”

      He moved his lips from hers as he pushed his fingers into her hair and cupped the back of her head. “We have all the time in the world.”

      Lyra eased one of her hands from his neck, to his abdomen, and wrapped her hand around his length.

      “When it comes to you,” he said as she trailed her fingers up and down him, “I can’t get enough.”

      “A little less talk,” she said as she flicked her tongue over his nipple again, “and a lot more action.”

      Dare laughed at her teasing, but it turned into a groan as she caught his nipple with her teeth. He brought his fingers from her hair, pinched her nipples, and she groaned in return.

      He took her by the hand and led her to the bed. Lyra eased onto the comforter on her back, her head on a downy soft pillow, her knees slightly bent. Dare gave her a look that made her feel beautiful and wanted…and loved. He climbed onto the bed and moved over her.

      Crazy zinging sensations shot through her belly as he looked down at her. “I want to be inside you so bad I can hardly stand it,” he said as their eyes met.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      He leaned down and gently kissed her lips. “We haven’t talked about children.”

      “Dare?” Her belly started going a little crazy. “You want—you want children. Now?”

      “With you, more than anything.” He stared down at her and smiled.

      “Me, too.” She returned his smile. “Make love to me. Just like this. Nothing between us.”

      Dare slid inside her, deep enough to make her cry out with pleasure as he immediately hit a sweet spot inside her.

      He held himself for a moment, his eyes closed. “You feel like heaven wrapped around me.”

      Lyra remained still beneath him, enjoying the sensations.

      He opened his eyes and their gazes locked again. She couldn’t get enough of those eyes, his strong features, and that stubble along his jawline. Everything about him was strong and virile, from the power of his muscular body to the way he took control and did whatever he could to protect her, to save her. Yet he made her feel strong, too.

      Dare began a slow rhythm, never taking his eyes from hers. Lyra’s body flushed with heat from head to toe as she felt every movement of their bodies as they rocked together. He took her hands and laced his fingers with hers, pressing her engagement ring tight against her finger. He drew her arms high over her head before beginning that slow, steady rhythm within her again.

      “I could stay like this, wrapped up inside you.” He raised his head and brushed his lips over hers. “I can’t tell you how much I love you.”

      His words sent such a thrill through Lyra that it pushed her closer to a climax she knew she’d never forget.

      “I never thought I’d find somebody to love until you.” She gave a soft moan. “I still can’t believe you’re mine.”

      Dare gave her his sexy grin. “You mean you’re mine.”

      “Whatever,” she said in a teasing voice, then grew more serious. “Just make love to me.”

      Sparks ignited a heat that radiated throughout her body. Her skin tingled and she felt as if electricity was zipping from her navel to where they were joined. A climax began to build within her.

      She felt it from her head to her toes and she began to tremble, she was so close, so very close to the edge. “I’m going to come, Dare.”

      “Do it, honey.” He pushed her to that very peak that she was about to tumble over. “Let me see you come.”

      Lyra felt like she was one tingling mass of nerves. She shook so hard as her orgasm rocked her body that she clenched her thighs tight around Dare’s hips, as if that would ground her. Because she was flying. Flying in a sky filled with stars and brilliant white light.

      It never seemed to end, and she wasn’t sure she wanted it to.

      Dare looked down at Lyra, watched her body flush dark pink and her throat work as she shouted her release. Her body trembled beneath his.

      He ground his teeth to keep from flying over the precipice so that he could watch Lyra as she came.

      “Dare.” She shook but met his every thrust. “Come inside me. Now.”

      He felt like an explosion rocked him as he came. He squeezed their laced fingers as his body trembled. He moved until he couldn’t take one bit more.

      Dare collapsed onto his side, drawing Lyra with him. They both were breathing hard and her breasts moved against his chest.

      When his breathing slowed, he brushed his lips over hers and drew back.

      “You found me,” she said with a smile.

      He squeezed her to him. “And I’m never going to let you go.”
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      Shaking the devil's hand

      March 27

      Wednesday morning

      

      The harshness of the heat presses down on me. Sweat slips from my forehead, drips over my brow, and into my eyes. Can’t move to wipe the sweat away. Can’t blow my cover. I don’t even dare blink as I site my target through the scope of my Ml 6. My spotter, Keets, remains as motionless as I do.

      The mission is its own version of hell. Ever since we landed in Nigeria, a crawling sensation along my spine has told me that something’s off about this whole setup. Something desperately wrong.

      When I told Captain Williams, the bastard blew me off. He doesn't like the fact I’m one of the first women snipers in the history of the US Army. And I’m damned good at what I do—

      Killing terrorists, saving American lives.

      Captain Williams—what a dick. But a soldier follows orders.

      My spotter, Keets, gives me the signal that I’ve got the best shot possible.

      Target in my sights. I squeeze the trigger of my M16.

      At the same time, Keets gets some chatter over his comm. He shouts, “Wait!”

      But it’s too late. I see the spurt, the telltale arc of blood from my target’s forehead before he goes down.

      One shot. One kill.

      My heart thunders as I look at Keets, who says, “Oh, shit.”

      Something has gone horribly, horribly wrong.

      I’m running.

      Bars—I’m behind bars. Everything’s so close. Tight. Damp. Pain riddles my body and I can barely keep consciousness. I’ve been beaten so badly I have a hard time grasping what’s real and what’s not. Was I captured? I was following orders. What happened to my team? What happened to Keets?

      The pit of hell. How long have I been here? Why am I here?

      The urge to claw my way out of the pit makes my arms and fingers ache as if I’ve already tried.

      Oh, God, not again. The whip draws blood through my shredded camouflage and I try not to scream. The pain—I hold onto it, make it a part of me, pretend I want it. If I don’t, they’ll break me.

      Fists slam into my face, my temples, my belly, even my breasts. I want to scream but I make my mind retreat into a private place where I embrace the pain.

      Four men, maybe five surround me. Huge men. Their faces, so dark, so shadowed. Are they human? Their forms sway and distort.

      One man steps forward, but I still can’t make out his features.

      Fear tears through me. Fear like I’ve never felt before. Fear worse than the agony threatening to cripple me. The man—he’s the one. The one to introduce me to pain like I’ve never known.

      I don’t have the strength to recoil as he slides his palm down the side of my face, through the blood running down my cheek. What is he going to do to me now? Put a cloth sack over my head again, nearly smothering me? Then submerge my face in a water tank until I nearly drown? Shock me with electricity a second time while I’m soaking wet and feeling half dead already?

      “Now will you?” he says in a tone that tells me he’s ready to dose out every bit of torture all over again.

      Can I survive any more of this?

      “Will you?” His voice is harsher, angrier, and I know I’ve lost.

      Tears flow down my cheeks, mixing with my blood as I force myself to say those horrible words.

      “Yes. God, yes.”

      

      I woke with a hard jerk. Heat seared my chest. My heart was beating so hard it felt as if someone was kicking my ribcage from inside. Cloth bound my legs and wrapped my body like a giant python. The more I struggled the tighter it got.

      I was back in hell. I would do anything to be free. Anything. My bindings grew tighter. My breathing became more frantic. I kicked and kicked while clawing at my bindings.

      The taste of salt was on my lips and in my mouth from sweat dripping down my face. I scraped my own arm and felt the sting when my nails raked my skin.

      I gasped. Arched my back. Opened my eyes.

      Reality hit my consciousness. I was in my room. My own room. I wasn’t tied with rope while being beaten in that dark cell. I wasn’t attempting to force myself into that dark corner of my mind where I tried to pretend that pain was pleasure to escape the agony.

      Cloth, soaked with perspiration, bound me. I was tangled in my own sheet. Sweat slicked my damp palms as I rubbed my face. I pushed back my chin-length dark hair that was plastered against my cheeks.

      My face grew hot then cold. Over the years I’d been beaten, stabbed, and shot so often that I’d developed a coping mechanism that helped me focus—trying to turn pain to pleasure to escape what my body was going through. But having the shit beat out of me wasn’t optimum for that kind of mental retreat.

      Acid burned my throat as I held back the urge to throw up.

      Moving air from the ceiling fan cooled my sweating body as I kicked the damp sheets the rest of the way off. I stared at the ceiling. It needed a new coat of paint. I’d have to let Marty, my super, know.

      The nightmare was nothing new. The nightmare that would probably never leave me.

      The mission gone wrong

      My so-called court-martial.

      The prison.

      The beatings.

      The ultimatum and later the killings.

      Was it even possible to atone for my sins?

      The nightmares, my past…No one at the Recovery Enforcement Division would believe that I wasn’t nearly as strong on the inside as I am on the outside. The other RED agents think my last name suits me. Steele. All they know is that Lexi Steele can totally kick ass. As a Team Supervisor for the Human Trafficking and Sex Crimes Division of RED, I have to be tough. And that’s not a problem. Not at all.

      It’s when I have to acknowledge the past and all of those nameless, faceless people I’d assassinated, that I unravel inside.

      I wished Gary was here. He’d tuck me against his big, hard body, kiss me on the top of my head, and tell me to go back to sleep. It didn’t chase away all of the bad things I’d done, but it was so much better than lying there, shivering in the dark.

      I’d met Gary at a Red Sox game a couple of years ago, and I loved his big, hot muscular body and the way he held me, kissed me, made love to me. Gary was wicked hot.

      He liked my petite frame and had said how amazed he was that dynamite came in a small, five-foot-four package. He always said how much he loved green eyes too, and would slip his fingers through the silkiness of my dark hair that I kept shoulder length. He always said I was beautiful and I told him he was delusional. Well, I’m not bad looking and I do have my moments.

      Unfortunately, his bodybuilder competitions and my job as an undercover operative often kept us from spending time together.

      It was so difficult not to tell Gary the truth—that I wasn’t really a foreign language interpreter, although I do speak several languages.

      Keeping my true career hidden from everyone in my big, messy, Boston Irish family was probably the hardest. No one had any idea except for one of my five brothers, Zane, who was an undercover RED agent, too.

      My friends and neighbors—of course they had no clue about what I really did.

      Sometimes I didn’t like it, didn’t like it at all—having to lie to everyone but Zane because I had no choice. As a special agent for RED, a clandestine branch of the NSA, I lived a secret life.

      RED was an offshoot of the National Security Agency (NSA) that only a short list of bureaucrats knew existed: RED’s Director; the Deputy Director; a federal judge; a federal prosecutor; the head of the NSA; Senator Jeannette Shelton; and the President. Not even the VP or his cabinet members knew we existed.

      And definitely no other branch of law enforcement or civilians had a clue we were protecting them, saving countless American lives.

      But that hadn’t been the case up until five years ago. Prior to that I’d been a killing machine. An assassin who didn’t even know the names of her targets or why she was killing them.

      Before I was an assassin. I’d been an overly confident but first-class sniper for the Army Special Forces. Then everything was blown to hell when I’d been court-martialed for a mistake I’d made. A mistake caused by following my captain’s orders, but it all came down on me. I was the one who’d pulled the trigger.

      It’s not easy to break a Special Forces Officer, but “FAS” did a damned good job of it. I didn’t even know the real name of the organization that had abducted me moments after my court-martial, so that’s what I called them—Fucking Asshole Sonsofbitches. I do have even more choice, appropriate words for the bastards, but I’ll leave it at that.

      One of the men had distracted me while another managed to inject an animal tranquilizer with just one stab in my thigh. Next thing I knew I was sitting in front of the FAS. They talked about “saving me” if I did their dirty work.

      Assassinate people.

      I was half dead from all of the countless beatings and the whippings. Then they’d nearly drowned me before electrocuting me. It was when they started breaking fingers in my left hand that I knew I’d lost.

      They’d broken me. Then programmed me.

      It wasn’t until one powerful woman took me out of hell that I had a life again. RED became everything to me. Only my family was more important than the organization that had saved me.

      There’s a lot of blood on my hands. But then I was given the opportunity to turn my life around. Only RED and my family kept me sane.

      The sound of something vibrating against wood came from my nightstand. Box springs creaked as I rolled onto my side and I picked up one of two cell phones which I’d set to vibrate. When I flipped open the cell for RED, the caller identification screen said “Unknown.” No big surprise there.

      “Yeah?” The word came out in a croak, my voice still rough from sleep. What time was it?

      “Steele.” Karen Oxford’s voice had me sitting straight up in bed and all trace of my sleepiness vanished. If the Assistant Special Agent in Charge was calling, then it had to be serious. My gut clenched as she said, “Get to HQ, immediately.”

      I glanced at the clock. Seven-fifteen. I normally got in around eight-thirty. And why would Oxford call me herself?

      “What happened?” I asked as I swung my legs over the side of the bed and planted my feet on the worn carpeting before I stood.

      “It’s Randolph.” Oxford’s tone turned weary and the feeling in my gut notched up tenfold.

      I’d made Team Supervisor six months ago and Stacy Randolph was one of my agents working on Operation Cinderella, a probe into a local-turned-international sex slave ring.

      I went rigid as Oxford continued, “She was raped and murdered. Her body was found just after midnight in Boston Harbor.”

      Numbness crept over me as I tried to assimilate Oxford’s statement and I closed my eyes.

      Randolph had penetrated one of the inner circles of the organization that would ultimately bring us to whoever was responsible for auctioning off young women to the highest bidder.

      And now she was dead. One of my team members had been murdered.

      “You will notify the other TSs, then your individual teams once I brief you,” Oxford said.

      A burning sensation gripped my throat and I opened my eyes. This was supposed to be Special Agent Stacy Randolph’s last op.

      It had been her last op.

      At twenty-five, tough, smart, and filled with enthusiasm for her job, Randolph had been one of our best. She’d also been just days from leaving RED to become a civilian to marry and start a family. She’d been so excited and almost always wore a smile when she was at HQ.

      And now she was gone. The first agent I’d ever lost.

      More blood on my hands. I knew I wasn’t being fair to myself, but I felt like Stacy Randolph was yet another life that could be laid on the altar of my sins.

      “Yes, ma’am.” I tried to draw an even breath. “I’ll take care of informing all TSs and agents.”

      “Our contact in the BPD is notifying next of kin.” Oxford said. “I’ll brief you in my office. The other TSs will be assembled in conference room one by the time we’re done.”

      I gave a stiff nod even though she couldn’t see me. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Randolph’s partner notified us,” Oxford said. “Their backup never saw it happen.”

      “Deseronto is too deep to come in and the targets didn’t know they were together.” I gripped one hand into a fist. “I’ll arrange for a new partner. And more backup.”

      “Fifteen minutes, my office.” Oxford clicked off and I dropped to the edge of the bed, my chest aching from the blow of Randolph’s death.

      It was RED’s standard protocol to provide the BPD with a fictitious story because no one could know what any of us really did.

      Some stranger would be going to the Randolphs’ home and lie to them about how their daughter had died.

      Her family would never know their daughter was a hero and not just a victim.

      I got back to my feet and headed for the shower.
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      Nick

      March 27

      Wednesday morning

      

      Nick studied the yellow triple-decker, or “trip” as the residents of Southie called this cookie-cutter style, three-story apartment house.

      Alexi Steele lived in the third-floor apartment. Nick focused on the window at the top floor with its white curtains drawn together. He hadn’t been watching her place long, but long enough that he’d seen lights come on behind those curtains ten minutes ago. They’d just clicked off.

      A petite brunette, maybe five-three, five-four at most, shot through the front door of the trip, slammed the door behind her, then jogged down the steps.

      Nick was surprised when he felt an unexpected attraction. His attention sharpened on her, all senses becoming painfully alert as they focused on this one woman. Damn, she was hot. Alexi Steele was a small package, her features delicate, making him think of a fairy that should be tucked safely away somewhere. But her body ruined all pretense of delicate innocence. She had curves in all the right places, curves that drove him to imagine touching her, stroking her, feeling her. That short, chin-length hair looked so soft, ready to be caressed, to run his fingers through. He suddenly felt primal, like a wolf who had suddenly caught scent of his mate.

      So this was his new partner. Damn, he’d never be able to keep his hands off of her.

      Lucky for him, he wouldn’t have to. He’d have his hands all over her within a couple of days.

      He watched as she climbed into a black Jeep Cherokee parked at the curb and she started the vehicle. She barely glanced at the empty street before pulling out and gunning the engine. Her tires squealed as she spun the Jeep around and headed in the direction that would take her to the RED HQ.

      Special Agent Lexi Steele, the head of Operation Cinderella. A supposedly tough, “kick-ass” agent, Lexi would have looked like a fragile doll—if it wasn’t for the tight, angry expression that had been on her features when she’d come out of the apartment building and climbed into the Jeep.

      Nick’s work phone vibrated against his hip. He drew it out, checked the caller identification screen. “Slave Nandra,” he said when he answered and at the same time glanced at the digital clock on his dashboard. “You’re late. Looks like you’ve got yourself a punishment first thing tonight.”

      “I’m sorry, Master Dunning.” Nandra’s voice shook a little. “I couldn’t help—”

      “No excuses.” Nick put a growl in his voice. “Ten o’clock tonight. Dungeon Room.”

      “Yes, Master Dunning.” Then she hurried to add, “I won’t be late.”

      “Make sure you’re not,” Nick said before he snapped his phone shut and stuffed it back into its belt clip.

      “The goddamned hunt begins,” he murmured as he started his Ford Explorer and headed on out.
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