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CHAPTER ONE 


Southern
Wales, early 1800’s 


How could such an angelic smile be cast upon a monster? 


The whispered words wormed their way through Rhys’s mind as he watched
Alia Buchanan, daughter of the Merrick scholar he’d been charged to protect,
make her way across the flagstone-covered courtyard. A lavender twilight was
falling heavily over the hilltop where the ivy-covered Buchanan cottage sat
nestled amidst the surrounding forest, the autumn air scented with the
compelling blend of wood smoke and a distant storm rumbling on the horizon.
Smoky shafts of purple and blue touched their fingers to the delicate angles of
the young woman’s face, lingering over the gentle swell of her breasts…the
long, flowing locks of her hair. If he wanted to retain his sanity, Rhys knew
he needed to look away. And yet his eyes refused to obey the command, riveted
to the sight of her mysterious expression as their gazes locked, then held,
that soft, breathtaking smile still curving the sensual shape of her mouth.


No matter how distant he tried to be—no matter how rude or how savagely
he scowled and glared—she always gifted him with that same goddamn, infuriating
smile. And it was slowly driving him out of his mind, the threads of his sanity
slipping through his fingers like spiraling streams of mist. No matter how hard
he struggled, he could not catch them in his grasp.


Since the moment he’d first been introduced to Alia, Rhys had been
obsessed with her. An unusual situation for a warrior who had never found
himself fascinated with anything or anyone, much less a whimsical slip of a
girl he could too easily break beneath his power and his strength. The Merrick
blood of her ancestors—one of the original ancient, nonhuman clans—had been
dormant in her bloodline for generations, leaving Alia and her father with
bodies that were as vulnerable as any human’s. It was madness for him to even
contemplate touching her, much less for him to fantasize about her to the point
that she was a constant, aching presence within his mind.


But he couldn’t stop. And God only knew that he’d tried.


If it had simply been her physical appearance that enthralled him, he
could have found a way to see reason and put her out of his thoughts. After
all, he’d always been of the opinion that one pretty face could be easily
replaced by another. But there was so much more to the pull that kept drawing
him to Alia, despite how hard he tried to resist. She was too intoxicating…too
fresh. He could only marvel at how she viewed the world, seeing it in a way
that he was sure no one else did. Seeing it through eyes that could pierce and
penetrate, slipping beneath even the most hardened, belligerent defenses. That
was how he felt now, holding her dark blue gaze, the uncomfortable sensation
swarming through his veins, giving him the impression that she could see him in
a way that no one else ever would.


He’d have attributed the odd sensation to the fact that she was
descended on her mother’s side from a powerful line of Reavess witches, but
knew that it was more than that. There was something about Alia herself that
resonated with him, allowing her to slip under his guard, drawing his attention
again and again. Consuming his waking moments. Tormenting his dreams.


Despite the coldness in his soul, her smiles always swept through the
icy depths of Rhys’s body like intoxicating, melting waves of heat, igniting a
dangerous craving for things he could never have. With nothing more than that
soft tilting of her mouth, the longing sincerity of her beautiful gaze, she
warmed a place within him that had never been more than a barren, desolate
sheet of ice. Ironic, really, considering he was a thing of fire himself. As
one of the few remaining descendants of the Charteris, one of the original and
rare European dragon clans, Rhys’s body held the power to become a lethal
source of heat. A dangerous, deadly power that only intensified as his
attraction to a woman grew stronger—and one that was capable of melting Alia
Buchanan alive if he were to ever sink inside the lush, delicate depths of her
feminine little body.


He craved her. Craved everything about her, from her scent to her taste
to the thoughts that filled her head.


And that was why he couldn’t have her.


She was forbidden fruit that was going to get him into trouble, and he
knew it. Had known it from the second he’d first laid eyes upon her five months
ago, when he’d been sent to oversee her father’s protection. And yet Rhys could
not take his gaze from her lithe, graceful form as she walked across the
courtyard where he and four of his men had been vigorously training.


How in God’s name was he supposed to stop watching the sweetest, most
beautiful thing he’d ever seen? Heart-shaped face. Impish freckles. Light brown
hair that couldn’t decide between golden honey and autumn red. She was
beautiful and wild, like an ancient goddess come to life. Her slim, winged
brows swept over big, exotic eyes of a deep dark blue that reminded him of
clear mountain skies. Full, pink mouth that made a man’s mind slip into
explicit imaginings of what it would be like to sink past those glistening lips
and seek the damp, warm heat within.


Though he’d done his best to understand his infatuation, he was no
closer to comprehending why he couldn’t get her out of his mind than he was to
knowing why she always smiled at him so sweetly—but then, his entire world had
been off-kilter since coming to guard Matthew Buchanan. He was certain of only
one thing—that he needed to end his obsession with the man’s daughter before it
sent him reeling into insanity.


As if to tempt him beyond endurance, she chose to move in his direction
as she made her way around the courtyard fountain, its gurgling rush of water
often soothing Rhys in the cold hours of the night when he would stand in the
shadows and watch her window, waiting for a glimpse of her profile as she
prepared for bed. Her path brought her closer to where he stood with his sword
still gripped in his hand, her scent carried to his nose by the gentle breeze,
and he clenched his free hand into a hard fist as the warm, sensual fragrance
of jasmine overwhelmed his senses. Her smile melted into his body, under his
skin, making him uncomfortable and hot. Making something in his chest go tight.
It made no sense for her to waste that sweet, endearing expression on someone
like him. Too often, women turned away from him in fear or unease—not that he
blamed them. He was too big. Too scarred and hard and dark. Too goddamn scary
looking.


And yet, as she moved past him, her soft, sweet smile seemed to be
filled with a deep, desperate longing that matched his own.


You fool, he silently sneered. Angels don’t yearn for monsters.


Forcing himself to turn his back on her, he stiffly spun around, the
wind chilly against his face now that her smile no longer warmed him. Doing his
best not to breathe in her scent, Rhys stared out over the verdant valley
below. All looked calm…peaceful, and yet he had the strangest premonition of
doom. Of evil rolling in on the cool, crisp breeze. With a deep scowl settling
between his brows, he stared over the endless rolling hills of green, searching
for the unknown threat. Despite the fact that the months he’d spent there had
been quiet, Rhys knew the circumstances could change at any moment. Buchanan’s
work was so secret, few of the Consortium—the body of leaders who governed the
remaining ancient clans—even knew of his research, or the fact that Rhys and
his men were there to protect the father and daughter, but that didn’t mean the
danger was any less real.


Before he’d been sent to the remote hilltop in Wales, Rhys had been
told in secret that the Merrick scholar was working to uncover the hidden
location of the ancient Consortium archives, which had been lost hundreds of
years before, when the leaders had been hunted down and massacred by the human
mercenaries who called themselves the Collective Army. The Collective was
dedicated to destroying all preternatural life, which meant they too would be
searching for the lost archives believed to hold the secrets of every ancient
clan in existence. With the archives, they believed they could find the nesting
grounds of each remaining clan and finally purge the earth of them once and for
all.


But the Collective weren’t the only ones who would want to get their
hands on the archives before the new Consortium could. Though for the most part
the remaining ancient clans lived in peace with the humans, there were still
those who dwelled in the shadows of darkness. Those who would seek the
information in the archives to further their own dark agendas, whatever they
might be. Rhys didn’t concern himself with the whys. As a member of the
Consortium’s private guard, he protected without question those who needed
protection, which was why he was there. A little more than five months ago,
Matthew Buchanan had apparently made a significant discovery after a trip that
took him south to Somerset, then east to London, before he returned home again
to Wales. Rhys had not been told the nature of the discovery, but he knew that
it was the reason behind the Consortium’s decision to increase Buchanan’s
protection, assigning a full unit of guards to the cottage hold. And while the
summer had passed quietly, Rhys couldn’t help but believe that something was
brewing.


“Are you going to continue staring out over the valley, or are we
actually going to finish this exercise?” a deep voice drawled from behind him.
Turning, he found Barrett leaning his left shoulder against the stone wall that
lined the east and west sides of the courtyard, a wry smile tipping the corner
of the soldier’s mouth. A self-proclaimed “mongrel,” Barrett’s bloodline held
so many different strains of nonhuman blood, he’d been left with bits and
pieces of traits from each. He had an excellent sense of smell, as well as keen
night vision, both of which made him an exceptional tracker. He was also
strong, and fast, which made him one of the best sparring partners Rhys had
ever had. Too often, the men in his command weren’t able to keep up with him
during practice, his strength and speed too much for them.


Sparring with Barrett now would no doubt be a good release of the
tension in his muscles, but it wasn’t going to help with the dangerous thoughts
creeping through his mind. Slipping his sword back into the sheath that hung
from the wide leather belt at his waist, Rhys met his friend’s curious gaze. “I
believe we’ve trained enough for the day.”


“I thought that might be the case,” Barrett murmured, his dark gaze
shifting to the setting sun as it melted into the horizon, the tight expression
on his lean face making Rhys wonder what he was thinking. He’d have asked what
was troubling Barrett, but his own thoughts were mired in turmoil and
confusion. He was too restless to stand there and talk. He needed to get
away…to escape, and it crossed his mind that he should head into the local
village of Wolcott and find a woman to at least sate his lust and get his
bloody mind off Alia, if only for a few moments.


Go to the village. Go, goddamn it, before it’s too late. 


He scowled, suddenly turning to head into the forest before he could
change his mind, thinking that the long walk would do him good, but Barrett’s
grip on his arm pulled him back around. “Heading to the village?” his friend
asked, releasing his hold, the knowing look in Barrett’s eyes telling Rhys that
the man already knew exactly where he was going. And why. “I was going to
suggest it myself. A big of a diversion will be good for you, Rhys. You
look…tense. Best work out some of that aggression in a more natural way,” he
drawled, “than taking it out on the rest of us.”


Rhys arched one brow at the grinning ass. “What are you complaining
about? You’re still in one piece.”


Barrett’s white teeth flashed in a crooked smile. “I’ve faired all
right, so far. But the others are growing weary of their injuries. ‘Tis the
truth that you’re growing more…aggressive every day and the others are growing
weary of their injuries.”


Shaking his head at the soldier’s teasing, Rhys said, “Just make sure
that the men stay sharp,” and then he turned away. Raking one hand through his
hair, he ground his jaw and once again forced himself to head toward the
forest, in the direction of the village. It might leave a sour taste in his
mouth, but he badly needed a distraction, just as Barrett had suggested. And
while Rhys knew his trip to Wolcott wouldn’t ease his dark, insatiable craving
for the innocent Alia, he prayed that he would at least be able to find a
fleeting moment of peace whilst there.




CHAPTER TWO 


As soon as Alia turned the corner, she leaned against the chilled wall
of the cottage, one hand pressed to her belly, the other pressed against her
chest. It’d been so hard to keep calm as Rhys had watched her make her way
across the courtyard, the heat from that cool, pale gaze enough to make her
skin damp…her heart race. Closing her eyes, she struggled to breathe down the
crazy rush of sensation still pounding its way through her system.


Unable to help herself, she peeked back around the corner, just needing
to soak in the breathtaking visual he made once more. He wore his thick, dark
hair shorter than the other soldiers, but still long enough that the wavy
strands spilled wild in the wind, begging for the touch of her fingers. His
body was overwhelmingly large and powerful, telling the tale of his life as a
warrior. Pale, silvery scars covered his dark skin, marking his arms and hands,
as well as his beautiful, strong-featured face. Once, she’d even seen him
training with his men without a shirt on, and her heart had broken at the sight
of his abused back. At the thick, tangled scars that raised its surface.


He was wrapped up in black, from his boots to his shirt, same as he
always was. The midnight color should have looked severe, but it somehow seemed
perfectly fitting for Rhys. He didn’t need any color or adornment to make him
more attractive. He was already too appealing as it was.


And then there were those eyes. Pale, wintry gray eyes. They should
have looked cold…barren, and yet they somehow smoldered with heat, as if lit
within by a burning flame. A spark of fire that turned the pale gray to molten
silver, reminding her of the starry night.


There was so much bleak, wrenching loneliness in his eyes; it sometimes
hurt just to look at them. She couldn’t help but want to change that for him.
She wanted to bring sunshine and happiness to his dark existence. Wanted to
hear him laugh, to be surrounded by the deep, rich rumble of sound as it broke
from his chest. She wanted to see the bright, burning spark of joy in those
soulful eyes, and know that he was at peace. That he felt loved…cherished. She
wanted so much for him, but didn’t know how to tell him…how to show him. God
only knew she had the will—she just…She needed to find the way.


She watched, and listened, as he talked with the easy-going Barrett.
Jealousy twisted through her insides as she heard the soldier mention the
village. She might be an innocent when it came to the intimacies between a man
and woman, but she wasn’t a fool. She knew precisely what men went to the
village for—and she would have bet everything she owned that Rhys had no
trouble attracting female companionship when he was there, whether it was
bought or given freely. No, attracting women would never be a problem for a man
like him. He was the most darkly masculine, purely male, utterly seductive
creature Alia had ever seen, and she was completely enthralled by him.


“Not that he’s ever given you any reason to hope,” she muttered under
her breath. At nearly twenty-four, Alia knew she was already well past what was
considered her prime. It had never bothered her until Rhys had arrived to
oversee her father’s protection, but now the knowledge burned like a physical
pain within her chest. One she knew there was little she could do to ease.
Despite the wonderful gifts she’d inherited from her mother, she had taken a
vow to never abuse them, which meant that the brooding soldier would have to
come to her of his own volition. She wouldn’t compel him with potions or
spells, no matter how tempting it was to think of drawing his notice. Something
other than those hard, angry glares he always gave her, as if it was a crime
for her to be anywhere near him.


With her heartache locked tight in her chest, she watched his
retreating back until Mrs. Blackstone, their cottage keeper, called her name
from the kitchen and then she finally pushed away from the wall, heading
indoors. Alia went through the next few hours lost in her daydreams, wondering
how she was going to finally get the dark, brooding warrior to talk to her.
Mrs. Blackstone headed home to her ailing husband, leaving Alia to serve dinner
while she racked her brain for a way to draw Rhys’s attention that wouldn’t make
her look like a pathetic fool. Though, truth be told, she was no longer worried
about her pride. As far as Alia was concerned, her pride could be damned, if it
meant finding a way to get close to the mysterious soldier.


The evening meal passed by in a blur, and afterward her father headed
back to his study to continue with his research. She’d already secluded herself
in her room for the evening, sitting on her window seat as she stared out at
the harvest moon, lost in her thoughts, when her father’s voice intruded into
her mind.


Alia, you must listen! And whatever you do, do not try to come to my
study! 


With a gasp, her spine went straight as she stared sightlessly through
the window, the urgency of her father’s mental communication alerting her to the
gravity of the situation. Though this was hardly the first time he’d
communicated with her in such a manner, it was obvious from his tone that
something was horribly wrong.


We’ve been betrayed by one of the Consortium guards. The rest of Rhys’s
men are dead, their bodies already destroyed. I haven’t much time, and there’s
nothing to be done for me now. They have a seer with them—an old crone who’s
embraced the dark arts. I’ll try to keep her from learning my secrets, but I
don’t know how long I’ll be able to hold together. You must hurry! Go to the
secret place, Alia. Take the cross that’s hidden there. 


He then sent her a torrent of images, the strange blend of mental
pictures somehow explaining more than he had time to relay with words. They
flashed through her mind with dizzying speed, one after another, and then faded
away as her father softly said, You must go, this instant. Then find Rhys as
soon as you have the cross, Alia. I’m handing you over into his protection now.
You can trust him, daughter. He’ll watch over you. Always, I promise. And never
forget that I love you….


With a sob on her lips, she briefly considered disobeying his command
and rushing to her father’s rescue, but she could already feel his connection
fading. He was leaving her, passing into the afterlife, and there was nothing
she could do to stop it. Choking back her selfish heartache, she grabbed up the
flickering candle that sat on her desk and made her way into the secret passage
built into the paneled surface of her bedroom wall, quickly closing it behind
her. The passageway was cool as she raced through the thick, candlelit
darkness, the only sound that of her soft crying. It wasn’t easy, but she
forced herself to choke back the tears, painfully aware that they were not what
her father would have wanted. She knew the tears were for her own sense of loss
and the fact that she was going to miss him so desperately.


Though it would have been difficult for a human to understand, death
was viewed differently by a Reavess and her mate—and even worked differently,
without the pain and suffering that most species endured at the time of passing
into their “next life” as the Reavess called it. Knowing he was going to die,
not only would her father have been able to separate his spirit from the
suffering of his mortal body, but her mother’s spirit would have been waiting
for him, the two soul mates finally reunited after years apart. So while it was
a tragic event for Alia, she knew that it had been a joyous one for her father,
who was now with the woman he loved—his other half. Her father had lost his
wife much too young, and there was no doubt that the wait had been painful for
him. As the soul mate of a Reavess, he’d had the power to cast off his mortal
body at any time and join his beloved, as most Reavess did, the pain of being
without their other half simply too difficult to bear. But he’d remained in
this world for Alia’s sake, not wanting her to be alone.


Now, as she felt his connection fade to black, she knew that he was
where he was meant to be. Where he would finally be happy.


At the end of the passage, she came to a ladder that led to a small
door in the floor of the greencottage. Moving as quickly as she could with only
one free hand, Alia made her way up the ladder and through the opening, closed
the trapdoor behind her, then blew out the candle and set it down, the
moonlight just thick enough for her to make her way between the rows of
flowers. She had just opened the door, stepping out into the cool air of the
night, when a hand suddenly closed over her mouth and a hard, powerful body
pressed close against her back. She panicked, sucking in a deep breath, and
instantly recognized her captor’s warm, rich scent as he pulled her into the
shadowed edge of the forest.


“Don’t be scared,” he whispered, taking his hand away. “I’m not going
to hurt you.”


“Rhys?” she breathed out, turning to stare up at him as he took hold of
her shoulders. The silvery moonlight cast the rugged angles of his face into
sharp relief, highlighting the thick scar that slashed across his left temple.
The grip of his large hands was strong enough to bruise, the tremor in his hard
muscles hinting at just how difficult it was for him to control himself. To
keep from hurting her? Out of anger? Or because he wanted to chase down the
traitors and make them pay for what he’d done?


Before she could decide on an answer, she found herself hauled up
against his hard body. “What—” she started to gasp, before he made a deep,
predatory animal sound, cutting off her whispered exclamation with the hard,
devastating heat of his mouth. Her heart nearly burst from her chest as he
ravaged her with the bold, aggressive sweep of his tongue, tasting her
deeply…thoroughly. Then he wrenched himself away, his breathing so harsh and violent
that she could feel the warm heat of his breath against her face. He took a
step back from her, and then another, as if he needed to put distance between
them.


“What was that for?” she whispered, touching her fingertips to her
tingling lips, wishing he would do it again…and again.


“Damn it, I didn’t mean to do that.” He made a thick sound in his
throat that seemed equal parts hunger and rage, his body held hard and tight,
as if he was fighting to hold himself in place. “I just…I thought you might
already be dead when I got here and found there was no one guarding the
cottage, and I had to know,” he all but snarled, the guttural words making her
shiver with awareness.


“Know what?”


His fingers flexed at his sides, and then he quickly fisted them into hard,
tight knots. “What you taste like,” he muttered, his glittering stare boring
into her, as though he was trying to read her mind…to see her soul.


She blinked, undone as much by his words as she was by that devastating
kiss. “And?”


“And what?” he grunted, that fierce, hungry gaze dropping to her mouth,
following the curve of her lower lip as she wet it with a quick swipe of her
tongue.


“Wh-what do I taste like?” She swallowed, half terrified to know the
answer as he seemed to force himself to look away from her, staring into the
shadowed forest that surrounded them.


Alia didn’t think he would answer, and then he finally spoke, his deep
voice as dark and delicious as the rest of him. “Like a woman,” he rasped, the
deep-creased scowl he cut her from the corner of his eye no doubt meant to keep
her quiet.


“Hmm.” The hope in her stomach turned sour. “I suppose you’ve tasted so
many of us, we all just…what? Taste the same now? One’s as good as another?”


“What the hell are you talking about?” he snapped, looking as if he
thought she’d lost her mind. In a way, it felt as if she had. As if the Alia
she knew had been left behind on the window seat in her room, and now a
stranger was standing in her place. One whose beloved father was gone. Whose
life was now in mortal danger. And who’d just experienced her first kiss in the
moon-drenched darkness, Rhys’s mouthwatering taste still warm in her mouth,
seductive and rich, moving through her veins like a hot, potent wine.


“Nothing,” she mumbled, realizing that now was hardly the time to get
into an argument. But it was impossible not to feel the sharp burn of jealousy
when she imagined just how many women had been gifted with his dark,
breathtaking kisses.


“How did you get here?” he suddenly demanded, pinning her with his
steely stare. “How did you get out of the cottage? I was just getting ready to
search for you, when I saw you walking through the green cottage.” His rough
tone made it clear that he’d been terrified for her safety.


“I escaped through a secret passage that leads from my room to the
greenhouse.” At the slight widening of his eyes, she said, “Although my father
might not be a warrior, he’s always cunning. But what are you doing here? I
thought you were in the village.”





“I came back,” he rasped, his rough-velvet voice stroking over her
sensitive flesh like a caress as he held her stare, the smoldering look in his
eyes making her wonder if he was lying about her taste. Maybe there had been
something special about it—something that set her apart from all the other
women he’d known. She wanted so badly to believe that, but took a shaky breath,
fully aware that she was projecting her own desperate longing onto him, and at
a most inopportune time.


He tore his gaze from hers again to glance at the cottage that stood
silent and still in the distance, then gave her a stern look of warning. “I
need you to stay here while I go and check on your father.”


She shook her head as she quietly said, “There’s no need. He told me we
were betrayed by one of your men, and that this man killed the other guards.”


“Who was it?” he growled, looking as if he would explode with rage.


“I don’t know,” she replied, hating that she had to be the one to tell
him of the betrayal and deaths. The other soldiers were his friends—men he’d
trusted with his life. “His identity was concealed and my father couldn’t tell
which one it was. The traitor had others with him, but they’ve already left. My
father made them think that I’d made a run for the village. That’s where
they’ve headed to search for me.”


“What were they after?” he demanded with a fierce scowl, an
unmistakable rage still burning in his eyes at the knowledge that one of his
men had turned traitor. Alia knew he would want to go and find him, but they
didn’t have time.


“The same thing we’re after.” When he narrowed his eyes, she rushed to
explain. “Just before I left the cottage, my father charged me with a mission.
We have to get an ancient cross from its hiding place in the grotto, and then
retrieve the others of its kind from a cave in Somerset as quickly as possible.
His attackers tried to use a seer to learn where they’re hidden, but he thinks
he was able to keep the location of the cave concealed. No matter what, he said
the traitor must not be allowed to get his hands on the crosses.”


She could see the surprise in his eyes, the pale gray burning silver in
the moonlight. “You talked with him?”


“Well, no, not exactly,” she explained. “I was in my room, and the
traitors already had him trapped in his study.”


“Alia, you’re not making any sense.” His words were cut with a sharp
edge of impatience. “If you weren’t in the room with him, then how in God’s
name did he tell you anything?”


As she witnessed his confusion, the corner of her mouth twitched with a
movement that couldn’t quite make its way into a smile. “Because he spoke into
my mind.”


There was a strange silence for a moment, like something thick and
heavy settling between them, and then he quietly said, “Are you telling me that
your father can read your thoughts?”


“If he chose to. But he wouldn’t invade my privacy that way.”


Rhys looked a little green, and she frowned. “What is it?”


“Can he do it to anyone?” he rasped.


She stared at him for a moment in confusion, and then began to
comprehend. “You’re worried he would be angry about the things you’ve had in
your mind, aren’t you?”


“Angry? Nay, Alia. He would put his sword through me,” he muttered in a
low, resigned voice.


She raised her brows, a tiny shoot of hope blooming to life within her
chest. “Do tell.”


He glared, his mouth grim as he said, “Not for all the gold in the
world. I have no desire to be castrated by a man reputed to be a scholar on all
things medieval.”


She would have laughed at the shudder that moved across his broad
shoulders—would have gone light-headed at the mere suggestion that Rhys’s
thoughts might have been about her—but the heartbreaking thought of what she’d
lost that night sobered her. “Well, you won’t have to worry about that now.”
The words were quiet, thickened by the tears that burned in her throat. “He was
already gone before I made it into the greenhouse.”


“Wherever they’ve taken him,” he vowed in a low voice, “we’ll get him
back.”


She could see his determination to do just that carved into the fierce
lines of his expression, and her mouth trembled with grief. “He isn’t their
prisoner, Rhys. The methods they used to try and invade his mind were too much,
and he was forced to move on before they broke him.”


A sharp, biting curse immediately fell from his lips. The foul word
would have shocked her if she hadn’t already heard it repeated time and again
when she’d been spying on the guards during their training. Rhys studied her
expression through shadowed eyes, no doubt looking for the soul-stricken grief
expected from a daughter who’d been so obviously devoted to her father. In a
low voice, he said, “I expected you to be…”


His words trailed off, and she shook her head again, looking away.
“Devastated?” she asked. “Torn by inconsolable grief?”


“Yes,” he said simply.


She firmed her jaw, forcing herself to meet his stare. “There’s a part
of me inside that’s selfish enough to be heartbroken that he’s gone, but I
refuse to give into it. Not when I know how happy he is to finally be reunited
with my mother. He only stayed behind because of me. Now that he’s handed me
into your care, he felt free to go on, where he’s wanted to be since the moment
we lost her.”


A new tension swept over his large body, and though he wasn’t touching
her, she could feel it blasting against her, nearly knocking her backward with
its force. “What do you mean he handed you into my care?” His voice was soft,
but harsh. “I don’t understand.”


She managed a tear-filled grin as she caught the flare of panic in his
eyes. “The last words he said to me were that you would be my protector now.”


“Till we get these bloody crosses,” he countered in a rough voice, and
she couldn’t miss the thick edge of dread in his graveled words.


The grin somehow found the strength to bloom into a wry, shaky smile,
and Alia quietly said, “Nay, Rhys. Believe it or not, he honestly meant
forever.”




CHAPTER THREE 


If he made it through the night without expiring from lust, Rhys knew
it would be a miracle. A pathetic truth, but one that was painfully correct. He
was filled with rage for the loss of his friends. With hatred for the one who
had betrayed them. And then there was the guilt for his failure to protect
Matthew Buchanan, a man he’d not only respected, but had genuinely liked. A man
who had always treated Rhys as an intellectual equal, instead of the mindless
soldier that so many assumed him to be. Rage, hatred, guilt…Each of the
violent, twisting emotions seethed through his insides, painful and strong—and
yet they could not eclipse his searing, growing need for one delicate little female.


Whatever you do, you must be strong. You can’t give in. Can’t allow
even a moment of weakness. 


Standing at the mouth of the cave he’d found buried in the side of a
rocky cliff, Rhys silently muttered the words of warning to himself again and
again as he stared out over the stygian forest that spread for miles below
them. There was complete stillness in the night, not even a rustling wind in
the trees to break the silence, as if the fog-drenched darkness had swallowed
all sound. The misty vapor twined around the nearby trees like slithering
serpents, giving the sense that the night itself was something to be feared. As
if it held untold dangers and deadly secrets.


And yet it wasn’t the unknown danger in the night that frightened him.
No, his greatest threat was already there. So close, his heightened senses
could hear the soft rasp of her breath…the sensual pounding of her heart.


Behind him, Alia sat beside the small fire he’d started, no doubt
trying to warm her frigid body. She deserved a soft bed for the night, but they
were traveling the most direct route to the mysterious Wookey Hole Caves in
Somerset where the crosses were hidden, and there’d been nowhere else for them
to stop.


It’d taken only moments to find the beautiful cross her father had hidden
in the grotto not far from her cottage, and after Rhys had retrieved his horse
from the stable, they’d immediately been on their way. Unfortunately, the night
turned brutally cold for their journey, chilling Alia to the bone. Though she
hadn’t once complained, he’d heard her teeth chattering during the last few
hours of their ride, her slender form shivering violently against the front of
his body, where he’d perched her atop his stallion.


Rhys had longed to wrap his arms around her, drawing her closer against
him, but hadn’t dared. His restraint had already been worn thin just from being
close to her, her tender scent filling his head…drawing the predator in him
closer and closer to the surface. He’d wanted to get her as far from the
Buchanan cottage as possible before they stopped, but was afraid of pushing her
too hard, and so they’d finally taken shelter in the cave. And while it was
quiet and peaceful, Rhys knew that he would find no rest within the damp
hollow.


He honestly meant forever…. 


Her strange words kept working their way through his mind, too shocking
to fully comprehend. Her father must have gone mad. That was the only
explanation Rhys could think of for Matthew Buchanan’s outlandish declaration.


As if sensing his internal thoughts, Alia’s soft voice suddenly drifted
to his ears. “I’m sorry that you found my father’s words so upsetting. I, um, I
certainly don’t plan to hold you to them.”


He turned, bracing his shoulder against the rocky wall as he met her
gaze. “I just can’t figure out what the hell he was thinking. You must have
misunderstood him.”


She wrapped her arms around her knees, looking away to stare into the
dancing flames of the fire. “Honestly, Rhys, I was only teasing when I told
you. There’s no reason to keep brooding.”


“Then he didn’t say that?” he demanded, feeling as if she’d just ripped
the floor out from under him. “You lied to me?”


“No, I didn’t lie. That is what he told me,” she said huskily, biting
the corner of her lower lip. “But then my father was always a hopeless
romantic. It seems he had some fanciful notion in his head that you secretly
care for me, and that we would stay together. I just…I know that it’s
impossible. I didn’t mean to upset you, and I have no intention of making
myself a nuisance by following after you. Obviously, you’re free to do as you
like.”


He grunted at that, and began pacing from one side of the small cave to
the other, the coiled tension in his body no doubt visible in every hard,
muscular line, radiating a hot, violent blast of aggression. She should have
been terrified at the thought of being alone with him, but for some reason, she
seemed to feel perfectly safe there in his presence.


“Will someone bury him?” she asked softly, the small catch in her voice
reminding him that she was inwardly grieving, no matter how brave a face she
tried to put on for him. He wanted to go to her and wrap her up in his arms,
cradling her against his chest, and offer what comfort he could, but knew it
was too dangerous. It had been bad enough having her so close as they’d ridden,
when his mind was focused on making sure they weren’t being followed. Now that
they had settled in for the night, with no distractions, it was imperative that
he keep as much distance between them as he could.


And yet he seemed to keep moving closer…and closer.


Clearing his throat, he answered her question, saying, “I’m sure Mrs.
Blackstone will return to the cottage tomorrow. When she discovers what’s
happened, she’ll see to it that his body is cared for. But you mustn’t go back
there, Alia. Ever. There’s no telling who’s after these crosses, and no way of
knowing how many others they’re working with. Finding them is only going to
solve the first problem. After that, we’ve got to figure out what to do with
them.”


And then he would have to figure out what to do with her.


She nodded, her small body rocking back and forth, as if she were
trying to keep warm…or seek comfort from the rhythmic motion. God only knew
she’d been through hell that night, only to be stuck there with him. Though
Rhys knew he should have been feeling rank and vile after everything that had
happened, just watching her seemed to gentle his icy anger, her alluring scent
teasing his nose…his senses. It was that familiar, provocative scent of heated
jasmine that he associated with Alia, and he wondered how she always managed to
smell so delicious. Was it in her soap? Or did she rub the flower’s oil into
her naked flesh, so that the evocative scent rose with the heat of her body,
with each heavy pulse of her heart?


Desperate to steer his mind into safer territory, he pushed a few
windblown strands of hair back from his forehead and said, “Tell me about your
father’s work.” She’d briefly explained during the ride about the images her
father had put into her mind, the montage relaying what they needed to do, but
Rhys had several questions that he wanted answered.


She hugged her legs tighter against her body, still gently rocking, a
deep breath shuddering from her lungs as she turned her head to meet his gaze.
“Well, you already know about his studies—his secret search for the lost
archives. Somehow they led him to the ancient caves in Wookey Hole. Not knowing
for sure what the crosses were or why they’d been hidden there, he took only
one, intending to study it. He was hoping it might lead to the archives, but it
didn’t.”


“Did he have any idea why anyone would want them?” he asked. “Any
theories on their purpose?”


She nodded her head slowly. “My father had his suspicions.”


He arched his brows, waiting for her to continue. She seemed to take a
moment to collect her thoughts, then said, “Have you ever heard of the Dark
Markers?”


“The weapons meant to destroy the Casus?” he asked with a note of
surprise, remembering the stories he’d first heard as a child. The Casus were a
sadistic, mutated clan who had gone to war with the Merrick hundreds of years
ago—the conflict lasting until the Consortium had finally imprisoned the Casus
in an unknown holding ground, where the immortal monsters were no doubt still
rotting away. The Casus’s indiscriminate killing of human victims had brought
about the rise of the Collective Army, which had destroyed the first
Consortium. Rumor had it that before their destruction, the Consortium had
managed to create weapons—the Dark Markers—that would actually destroy a
Casus’s soul, their intention to return to the hidden holding ground and
execute the vile race once and for all. But when the members of the Consortium
had been killed, the archives had been lost, along with any record of the Markers,
as well as the location of the holding ground itself. For centuries, those who
knew about the Consortium’s plans had speculated about whether the Markers had
ever even actually been created, or if they were merely nothing more than
folklore.


She nodded again in answer to his question, while the dancing firelight
brought out the reddish tones in the long hair streaming over her graceful
shoulders, down the graceful line of her back. “There’s been endless
speculation about what the Dark Markers looked like, but my father believed
that the crosses he’d found might actually be them. If he was right, who do you
think would want the weapons enough to kill for them?”


His fury roiled at the thought of one of his friends turning traitor,
but he beat it down. Better to think about it later, when Alia wasn’t there to
be harmed if he lost control. Trying to get a grip on his rage, he said, “I’m
not sure, but I suppose it could be the Collective. I know they’ve been as
desperate to reach the archives as the Consortium has been. But I’m not sure
what the Collective would want with the Markers. I mean, unless they knew how
to use them to get into the holding ground and kill the Casus. But you’d think
they’d come after clansmen like us before worrying about the ones who are
locked away.”


“My father thought there was another purpose,” she told him. “One that
the original Consortium had probably written about in the archives. One that
would be a dangerous threat if it ended up in the wrong hands. It could be that
someone out there knows this. Someone who would want to help the Casus in some
way.”


He swore under his breath at the thought, then glanced toward the
beautiful cross that rested against her chest, the firelight glittering against
its metallic surface. “May I see it?” he asked.


She took the cross from where it hung around her neck on a velvet cord
and offered it up to him as he approached, saying, “It’s very beautiful. And
warm. I swear you can feel its power thrumming beneath its surface.”


Taking it from her hand, Rhys crouched down beside the crackling fire
and studied the strange object, wondering if it could truly be one of the
legendary Markers. It was in the shape of a Maltese cross, with four thick,
equal arms, the surface covered in tiny, intricate symbols that he didn’t
recognize. Fashioned from a black, glossy metal, it should have been cold to
the touch, but was actually warm, just as she’d said, burning against his skin,
as well as heavier than he’d expected. Rhys did his best to keep his attention focused
on his study of the cross, searching his mind for where he might have seen the
symbols before, but Alia’s presence was too distracting. Her scent was stronger
now, her skin warmed by the fire, making it difficult for him to think beyond
how badly he wanted to touch her…taste her. He knew the danger he was courting
in allowing his thoughts to drift into such treacherous territory, but he
couldn’t stop.


“Whoever wants them must be powerful. Powerful enough to find my father
and turn one of your men.” She pulled in a soft, trembling breath, then slowly
let it out. “That means they’re powerful enough to kill us, as well.”


The change in topic jarred him, and he almost gave a deep, throaty
laugh, only just managing to choke off the uncharacteristic sound at the last
moment. Here he’d been wondering how she managed to smell so mouthwateringly
good, and she sat beside him, worrying over whether she was going to live or
die.


Lust, it seemed, had finally addled his brain.


“No one will get near you, Alia. Not if I can help it,” he said in a
low voice, handing the cross back to her, careful to avoid the touch of her
fingers.


“But they’re going to try to kill us, aren’t they?” she asked, setting
the cross beside her on the blanket, before looking back at him.


A sharp, bitter sound scraped his throat. “Killing wouldn’t be the
first thing they’d do to you,” he said quietly.


For a moment, she appeared uncertain of his meaning, and then she gave
a slow nod of understanding. “You’re right. They’ll want me to tell them
everything that my father might have shared with me. They’ll want to know what
I know..”


“Among other things,” he muttered under his breath.


Her head tilted the barest fraction to the side, her look quizzical, as
if she didn’t understand, and he heard himself saying, “My men could never take
their eyes off you, Barrett included. You bewitch every man who sees you.”


She made a shy sound of embarrassment and rolled her eyes. “That’s
ridiculous.”


“It’s not,” he said in such a low voice, he doubted she’d even heard
him.


It was a moment before she said anything more. Instead, she simply
watched him, her dark eyes studying him through her long lashes, as if she were
trying to see beneath his skin. Inside his head. Beneath his shields. It made
him feel…odd. He would have thought the strange feeling was nervousness, but
he’d never been nervous about anything in his life. To be nervous, you had to
care. And he’d never really cared much about anything, either, except for his
friends…the safety of those under his protection.


And this one mesmerizing witch.


Finally, her gaze slid away, focusing on the cave wall as she said,
“Well, I never would have noticed their attention. I was always—” she looked
down, gave a soft, nervous laugh “—I was always too busy watching you.”


“Alia.” Her name fell from his lips like a hard, biting scrape of
sound.


“Yes?” The word was nothing more than a barely there whisper, her eyes
still not meeting his, her pale fingers wound together in a tense, clenching
knot.


“Don’t,” he warned her, his voice so thick and rough, it barely sounded
human.


She took another deep breath, then slowly lifted her face, her shy,
luminous gaze finding his, staring straight into him. The look there was so
tender and bright that he almost flinched. “Don’t what?”


“Play games with me,” he said with a hard bite of warning. “You’ll find
yourself…It could be…Just don’t.”


“I wasn’t playing a game,” she whispered. “I was just trying to be
honest, Rhys. There’s been so much silence between us, I thought it might be
nice to speak the truth for once.”


He rolled his shoulder, his body going hot more from the look in her
deep blue eyes than the heat of the fire. “You were wrong,” he said flatly.


“You’d rather I lie?” she asked, raising her brows.


He closed his eyes, silently begging for patience, wondering why she’d
decided to torture him this way. Was she in shock? Or simply bored? In need of
a distraction? Whatever the reason, it was going to destroy him.


“No,” he finally forced out, his tone grim. “I don’t want you to lie.
Just…keep your words to yourself. The silence between us is a good thing. Trust
me.”


“Well, I refuse to sit here in silence with nothing but my thoughts for
company,” she said tightly, clearly frustrated with him. “So it seems you’ll have
to talk to me, after all.”


Lifting his lashes, he sent her a cautious look. “What exactly do you
wish to talk about?”


“Well, you could tell me about your life.”


“What about it?” he asked warily. “You already know I’m a soldier.
There isn’t much else to it than that.”


“Of course there is,” she said with the natural streak of persistence
that set her so far apart from the other young women he’d known. Most girls
Alia’s age were raised to be demure, soft-spoken creatures who were skittish
around men. And while she was no doubt gentle, she had been brought up by a
father who’d adamantly believed in the equality of the sexes. As a result, the
young Reavess was not only a powerful witch, but she was also well-educated and
had been encouraged to speak her mind from an early age.


For instance, she went on to say, holding his gaze, “what is our home
like? How long have you been a soldier? How old are you? What are your parents
like? Do you see them often?”


A ragged thread of humorless laughter rumbled up from his chest, and he
almost smiled, thinking that she’d found a way to momentarily cool his ardor
without even trying. If ever there was a topic to turn him cold, it was the
couple who’d sired him. “My home is wherever the Consortium sends me. I’ve been
a soldier since I was fifteen…I’m now twenty-eight. And I haven’t had anything
to do with my parents in years.”


“Really? Why not?”


He could have simply told her the matter was none of her business, but
for some reason he couldn’t seem to get the words out. Instead, he said,
“Because that’s how they prefer it.”


“I could do the gentlemanly thing and keep from prying, but my parents
always said that I was too curious for my own good. And in case you didn’t
notice, I’m not a gentleman,” she added wryly, the heat of her gaze pressing in
on him, making his skin go slick beneath his clothes…making his blood go thick.
“So I’m going to be rude and pry. In fact, I’m going to demand an explanation.”


Rhys watched her intently from the corner of his eye, simply not knowing
what to make of her. Any other young woman in her position would have been
huddled against the far wall in fear, but not Alia. Instead, she sat there on
the hard floor of the cave with only a thin blanket from his saddle roll to
soften the ground beneath her, her delicate chin propped atop her bent knees,
staring at him with bright eyes, while a small smile seemed to be hiding at the
corner of her mouth, teasing him with its presence.





Feeling as if he’d entered a dream state, Rhys suddenly heard himself
telling her the story of how his mother, who had hated the dragon clans, had
been forced into wedding his father, the heir to one of the most powerful
Charteris families that remained in existence. Her father had been a nobleman
from one of the dormant ancient bloodlines who’d wanted to infuse some fresh,
powerful blood within his family, giving his daughter no choice in her future.


From the moment they’d said their vows, his parents had been at war.
His mother had often said that bedding a Charteris was something that only a
whore could enjoy, claiming they were the most savage, primitive creatures
she’d ever encountered. She’d endured until she’d become pregnant, providing
his father with his heir, and then she’d banned him from her bed.


When it became clear that Rhys couldn’t fully take the shape of the
Charteris’s beloved beast, his father had eventually left, wanting nothing more
to do with either of them ever again. Rhys had always been surprised that his
father simply hadn’t killed them both. It had been in his ability to do so,
even in his nature. And in a way, it might have been kinder. Being left behind
with his mother had been a sort of death in itself, as she’d done her best to
make the son pay each day for the sins of the men she’d claimed had ruined her
life.


“Why did your father agree to marry her?” Alia asked, when he’d
finished giving her the bare bones of the story.


“I don’t know,” he admitted in a quiet rasp, rolling his shoulder. “I’m
sure he had his reasons, but I never knew what they were. It’s a miracle that
he avoided killing her in their marriage bed, but then he was reported to have
amazing control over his beast.”


“How would he have killed her?” she asked, a small vee settling between
her slender brows at the thought.


Rhys ground his jaw, wondering why he couldn’t just keep his mouth shut
around her. “They fought a lot,” he muttered, reaching over to the pile of
small branches he’d collected and tossing another one onto the fire, his tone
warning her that it was all the explanation he would give.


“And where did the scars come from?” she asked, her tone exquisitely
gentle. “The ones I’ve seen on your back.”


“My father,” he replied, working to keep his voice even, instead of
snarling the words. “Since he couldn’t get me to willingly shift, he thought he
could beat the beast out of me. But I was too stubborn.”


“What do you mean?”


He stared into the flames as he explained. “I think I could have
probably completed a full shift, or close to it, as I got older, but I refused
to allow it to happen, burying that part of me deep inside, where he couldn’t
reach it. I…I didn’t want to be like him, and so I used everything I had to
fight it down.”


She couldn’t even begin to hide her horror as she quietly said, “That
must have been incredibly difficult.”


Rhys shook his head. “I’ve done it for so long now, I don’t even know
if I could call the traits forward if I needed to.”


“But it must be hard,” she murmured, “always fighting that part of
yourself.”


He shrugged, saying, “It’s like second nature now.”


The words were true, and yet Rhys knew his actions weren’t without
consequence. The longer he fought what he was, the colder he became, until it
felt as if a hard, thick casing of ice had hardened around his heart. One that
had been slowly squeezing the organ to death, until the first time he’d felt
the breathtaking warmth of Alia’s smile…and the ice had begun to splinter.


“And your mother never did anything to stop him?”


He couldn’t help but laugh. “No,” he said around the dark edges of
sound. “She didn’t stop him.”


“I’m sorry they were both so horrible,” she said after a moment, an
unmistakable note of sincerity in her husky voice. “It seems so unfair that I
had two wonderful parents, and you didn’t even have one.”


Rhys felt himself go hot around the ears, realizing how pathetic his
upbringing must have sounded to someone like Alia, whose father had clearly
adored her. “Don’t feel sorry for me. I didn’t need them to care about me, so
no harm was done.”


She gave him a look that made him inwardly cringe, as if she’d seen
beneath his roughly spoken words, to the stark, embarrassing truth. The one he
refused to admit even to himself. Finally, she looked away, staring once again
into the flickering, golden flames of the fire. She was silent for the moment,
thinking about God only knew what. The look in her big, endlessly blue eyes was
distant, making it impossible for him to guess her thoughts. Just as he was
getting ready to demand to know what she was thinking, she said, “I’ve always
sensed an internal conflict within you, Rhys, and now I understand what it is.
You fight what you are, because of your father. You need to stop resisting and
learn to embrace your true nature, if you’re ever going to find the peace and
happiness that you deserve.”


“And how would you know what I need?” he drawled, a cynical bite to his
words that he hoped would keep her quiet, before he ended up making a complete
fool of himself. “You’re little more than a child.”


Her chin lifted in a mulish expression that would have made him smile,
if not for the fact that he was using every ounce of strength and will he had
not to touch her. Not to take her beneath his hands, beneath his body, and
thrust himself so deep within her, she’d be marked forever by the memory of his
possession.


Only, it would be too short a memory, considering he would end up
taking her life.


He ground his jaw so hard he was surprised his teeth didn’t crack, and
watched the color bloom in her cheeks as she said, “I’m nearly twenty, Rhys.
Hardly a child.”


He gave a tired sigh. “You’re still too young, Alia. And far too
innocent to be here like this with me. I don’t know what the hell your father
was thinking.”


“Humph,” she mumbled under her breath, obviously annoyed with him. He
started to rise, thinking she’d remain blessedly silent now, but then she said,
“One last question, and then I’ll leave you in peace.”


He stood before the fire, staring down at her, wondering what it was
going to take to make her leave him alone, before he did something they would
both regret.


“What’s your last name?” she asked, her head tilted back so that she
could see his eyes.


“I don’t have one,” he said, relieved that this, at least, had been a
simple one.


That small crease nestled between her brows again. “How can you not
have a last name?”


“Easily,” he replied dryly. “My father’s family name was MacInnes, but
he refused to share it with me until it’d been determined if I could fully
shift—which I never did. So I’ve gone by Rhys my entire life.”


“You know, I hate to speak ill of people I’ve never met,” she muttered,
her mouth pressed into a thin line, “but I’m afraid I don’t care for your
parents, Rhys. They sound like complete bastards.”


A low, rough-edged rumble of laughter vibrated up from his chest, and
he looked away, staring back out into the foggy night through the mouth of the
cave. Without looking her way, he finally said, “You should get some sleep,
Alia. Tomorrow is going to be a long day if we’re to make Wookey Hole by
nightfall.”


“Are you going to rest as well?” she asked, and he looked down in time
to see the slight shiver that trembled across her slender shoulders beneath the
dark blue of her dress. And suddenly, from one heartbeat to the next, he had a
dangerous vision of his big hands undoing the tiny buttons that closed the
dress’s fitted bodice…of him peeling back that blue fabric to reveal the pale,
intimate beauty beneath. He could see himself pressing his open mouth against
the urgent beating of her heart. Could see himself turning his head and
hungrily taking her perfect, delicate breast into his mouth…touching it with
his tongue, while his hand pushed its way demandingly between her slender
thighs.


His body instantly went rock hard at the sweet, erotic image, his cock
thickening beneath the buttons of his trousers. Cursing roughly under his
breath, he tore his gaze from her body, working to keep his breathing quiet and
even, thankful that his shirt hung down to cover his erection. After a moment,
he was able to say, “I’ll sleep eventually.” Being careful not to look in her
direction, he bent down again to quickly throw another piece of wood on the
fire, worried that she would grow cold. “But I want to keep an eye on things
for a while longer.”




CHAPTER FOUR 


As the small branch smoldered within the flames, Rhys started to move
back to his feet, and Alia realized that she was letting him get away without
even trying to keep him near. Without even making an effort to keep him close.
Choking down the cold fear of rejection that had lodged in her throat, she
suddenly moved to her knees, took hold of his strong neck and pulled him down
to her. She wanted to taste his delicious mouth once again, losing herself in
its warmth, its heat.


He made a thick sound of surprise, his hands curling around her arms,
his corded throat hot beneath her chilled palms. Don’t push me away, she
thought desperately, pressing her mouth harder to his, hoping to hold him with
her kiss. His body had gone rigid with shock, his pulse throbbing violently
beneath her hands, but he didn’t pull back…didn’t shove her away. Praying that
she could seduce him, Alia touched her tongue to his warm lips, her heart
beating like a frightened, excited bird within her chest. He gave a low growl
that was savagely hot against her mouth, and then he exploded into movement,
taking control of the kiss…of her. Suddenly she was lying against the thin
blanket, Rhys’s hard, muscular body covering her, holding her down, while he
claimed her mouth with a dark, devastating skill that made her want to scream
with need. Made her want to seek relief for the hot, heavy ache that had
settled within her, pulsing through her body. She needed his weight against
her. Needed his touch…his possession.


“Oh, God, Rhys,” she gasped as he broke the kiss, his bent legs straddling
her hips while his hands moved to the bodice of her gown. She gripped handfuls
of his thick, silken hair as he pressed a string of damp kisses down the curve
of her throat, his fingers working to undo the tiny row of buttons. Just when
she was sure he was at the end of his patience and would rip the garment open,
he pushed both the loosened bodice and crinkled chemise beneath her breasts,
baring them to his blistering gaze.


“Christ, Alia.” His voice was ragged, harsh, the look in his eyes
scorching as he stared down at her chest. He slowly dragged his gaze higher,
over the delicate line of her collarbone, up to her heavy-lidded eyes, then
back down again, until he was staring hungrily at her right breast, his
callused thumb rubbing over the pale outer curve again and again. His breathing
became harder…louder, as if he were struggling to take in each deep, soughing
pull of air. “You’re so soft,” he rasped, his voice so low she could barely
hear the words.


An expression of awe—of pure, primal hunger and need—darkened his
beautiful face, and then he lowered his head until she could feel the
smoldering warmth of his breath against her cool skin. He nuzzled the delicate
curves with his nose…and then he licked her, while a deep, rumbling growl
vibrated against her sensitive flesh. The smooth, velvety stroke of his tongue
moved along the inner swell of her breast, and then he did it again, slowly
working his way around the swollen, hardened tip, her nipple aching with the
need to feel that warm, delicious heat surrounding it…pulling on it. She arched
beneath him, feeling burned.


“Rhys,” she cried breathlessly, laying her hands on the back of his
neck, loving the strength she could feel beneath his hot, silky skin. “You’re
so beautiful…so warm.”


He stiffened, as if her words had in some way alarmed him, and
immediately started to pull away. “Don’t,” she groaned, refusing to release her
hold on him, her fingers digging into his broad, muscular shoulders. “Please,
Rhys. Don’t pull away from me.”


He closed his eyes, his face pulled into a tight, brutal expression of
strain. “This is wrong, Alia.”


“It can’t be,” she argued, her voice so husky she didn’t even recognize
it as her own. She knew there were things she had to tell him, confessions that
would have to be made, but she had to find a way to get through to him first.
Had to break her way through the emotional layers of armor that encased him if
there was any chance of him opening his heart to her. It was insanity to hope
that he actually cared, but she couldn’t help it. It no longer mattered if she
made a fool of herself. All that mattered was this dark, lonely, remarkable man
who had shown her what it was to truly desire someone with every fiber of her
being…to need him like she needed water and air—and had so easily stolen her
heart. “I need you too badly for it to be wrong.”


“No!” Wiping his mouth with the back of his wrist, he wrenched himself
out of her hold, straightening on the knees that still straddled her hips, the
muscles in his arms and thighs bulging against his dark clothing. His chest
expanded with each of his rough, heavy breaths, while the horrified look on his
face tore at her heart. He’d opened his eyes to reveal chips of cold, flinty
gray, staring down at her as if he’d just discovered he’d been lying with a
poisonous viper. Something deadly and cold that could destroy him if he got too
close.


“Rhys?” she whispered, covering her bared chest with her trembling
arms.


“I…can’t,” he forced out from behind his clenched teeth. “I can’t get this
close to you.”


“What?” She shook her head, trying to understand.


He looked away, raking both hands back through his hair. “Damn it,” he
growled. His chilling gaze cut back to her face, and he narrowed his eyes, his
voice thick with accusation as he said, “What the hell are you after?”


She blinked, feeling sick inside. The lines of suspicion on his dark
face deepened, a strange, silvery glow in his eyes, as if a torrent of emotion
was rioting through him. Unwilling to give up, she reached out to him with one
hand, but he jerked away, moving swiftly to his feet. “Rhys, please,” she
called after him, lifting into a sitting position. “Please don’t run from me.
Just talk to me. Tell me what’s wrong!”


Doing everything he could to fight her pull, Rhys stepped away from
her, breathing harshly from the effort of denying himself the one thing he
hungered for with every cell of his body—and the one thing he could so easily
destroy. “Christ, Alia. You have no idea what you’re doing.”


She hugged her arms around her body, her eyes glassy and bright, as if
she was fighting back tears. “I just wanted to be close to you. To give you
pleasure. But I got lost in the moment and was taking it all for myself, wasn’t
I?”


“For the love of…” His voice trailed away, and he swallowed, unable to
believe he’d heard her correctly.


She took a deep breath, her expression determined as she said, “But if
you’ll just come back to me, I’ll do my best to make you feel good, too.”


A violent tremor shuddered its way through his body, and he took
another step back, needing the distance, needing to be anywhere in the world
but there, with her staring up at him like an exquisite virgin sacrifice, ready
to offer herself up to his lust. Her draw was irresistible—warm and seductive
and pure—calling to him like a siren, drugging his body and his mind.
Compelling his very soul. And yet he had to find some way to fight it…to turn
away from her.


She licked her lower lip, her eyes heavy with passion, cheeks flushed,
mouth swollen and red. He knew it would have been impossible to find a more
desirable woman, no matter how intently he searched—just as he knew that she
had no idea how badly he wanted her. How much he craved her, needed her.


“I know I have no experience, but I can be taught, Rhys. Surely you
could tell me what I need to know to make you feel good.”


He fisted his hands at his sides and his body shuddered, his muscles
coiled, the hunger in his veins unlike anything he’d ever known. “For the love
of all things holy, Alia. Please, just be quiet.”


Her chin trembled, but she lifted it at a defiant angle. “Is it because
you went to the village? Have you already had a woman tonight, then?”


“No,” he growled for the second time. “I…I went to the tavern, but I
wasn’t…with anyone.” He should have lied, but for some reason the truth was
torn from his lips, and he could see the relief that brightened her eyes.


“I’m glad,” she whispered. “I hated the thought of you going to another
woman. I wanted…I wanted you to come to me.”


Rhys covered his eyes with one hand, feeling as if he was on the verge
of some great, horrifying emotion. Some dangerous, irrevocable sin, and he was
terrified that he wouldn’t have the strength to do the right thing.


“Please, don’t say anything more,” he rasped. “I can’t take it.”


“But—”


“No,” he snarled, cutting her off. “No more!”


Without looking at her again, he turned away, and before she could say
another word, Rhys stalked from the cave, taking refuge in the cold, quiet
stillness of the night.




CHAPTER FIVE 


With a soft gasp on her lips, Alia opened her eyes to the breathtaking
sight of Rhys crouched down beside her, his steely gaze focused intently on her
face, as if he’d been staring at her while she slept. The heat was back in his
eyes, scorching and bright, the silver more blinding than the early morning
sun, making her blush.


“I wouldn’t wake you so early,” he said gruffly, taking his large, warm
hand from her shoulder, “but we don’t have any time to waste if we want to make
Somerset by nightfall.”


She cast a quick glance around the cave, pushing her tangled hair back
from her brow as she looked for his bedding. “Didn’t you sleep?” she asked,
hoping her face didn’t look as hot as it felt. Heat bloomed in her cheeks as
she thought of what she’d done last night, throwing herself at him so
shamelessly.


“A little,” he murmured, not quite meeting her eyes, and she knew he
was lying.


Taking a deep breath, Alia prepared to give voice to the words that
needed to be said—words she’d put together as she’d lain on the thin blanket in
the night, watching the dancing flames of the fire, waiting for him to
return—before they set out on their journey. But as she stared at his ruggedly
beautiful face, the sweet, piercing rush of desire scrambled her wits, her
thoughts dissolving like sugar on her tongue. Shaking her head as she shifted
into a sitting position, she cleared her throat and reached for the cross that
lay on the blanket beside her. “Before we go,” she murmured, the heat in her
face growing warmer, “I need to talk to you.”


“What is it?” he asked stiffly, clearly dreading whatever she had to
say.


“This doesn’t have to be your fight, Rhys. You can save yourself. Take
this Marker,” she said, offering it to him, “and trade it for your life if they
come after you. I’ll manage to get the others on my own.”


“Is that right?” he asked quietly. She tried to read the look in his
expressive eyes, but they were too narrow now, shadowed by the thick, heavy
fringe of his lashes.


Alia nodded in response to his question, her breath held tight in her
chest.


“Is that what you really think of me?” he said after a painful span of
seconds, and there was something awful about his soft, quiet tone that made her
flinch. “That I’d trade your life for my own? Leave you unprotected, while I run
away with the cross?”


Her brow creased, the corners of her mouth tightening with a frown.
“I’m not trying to insult you. I just don’t see why you should endanger your
life for someone who—” she lifted her shoulders in a tense shrug “—well, for
someone who is merely a job to you. And I can manage well enough without you if
I have to, Rhys. You needn’t sacrifice yourself on my account.”


He still crouched on the floor beside her, one arm resting on his bent
knee, his other knee braced against the stone floor of the cave. His right hand
rested on his hard thigh, and she watched as it tightened into a powerful fist,
thick veins bulging beneath his dark skin. The fist shook with a slight tremor,
as if he was fighting for control. “I apologize if I gave you the wrong
impression last night, but I’m not going to leave you.” His voice lowered,
rough with emotion. “I would rather die, Alia, than leave you on your own.”


“Don’t say that!” she gasped, hating how comfortable he seemed with the
idea, as if his death would be nothing of consequence.


“I’m not afraid of dying.” He took a deep breath, then slowly let it
out. “The only thing that truly frightens me,” he said, his eyes tight…dark,
“is knowing that you’re in danger. I have no intention of leaving your side until
we’ve accomplished what we’ve set out to do and your life is no longer in
jeopardy.”


It sounded as if he was trying to choose his words with care, only to
have them torn out against his will, revealing truths he would have rather kept
locked away. Hidden from sight. Buried beneath his defenses.


“Then kiss me again,” she suddenly heard herself say, the breathless
words tumbling from her lips, unstoppable and soft. They were proof that she
had no more control than he did, but then that was hardly surprising. The
Reavess were known to be passionate creatures, often following their hearts
against the dictates of their minds.


His eyes, which had been narrowed in insult, went wide with surprise.
He didn’t say anything right away, staring back at her with a thousand
different emotions burning through those beautiful eyes, the mesmerizing color
like a raging, thrashing sea of silver-tipped waves. She had no doubt that
she’d shocked him with her direct manner, but she couldn’t let that stop her.
If she didn’t push him, fighting against his resistance, then she was never
going to reach him—never going to break her way through to the man hidden
within.


“Please, Rhys.” She reached out to touch his fisted hand, and saw the
way he stiffened, as if he wasn’t used to being touched. Not with kindness. And
never with love. It broke her heart to think of his cold childhood. To think of
all that he’d suffered. Curling her fingers around his hand, she said, “Just a
kiss. Just one. And then I promise I’ll leave you alone.”


She was so sure he would refuse her that her heart almost burst with
joy when he leaned close, her face suddenly held in the warm, strong hold of
his hands, his mouth brushing against hers like a breathtaking,
pleasure-drenched promise.


“Alia.” That voice…God. So deep and dark and delicious. It was
hypnotic. A low, rich rumble. Compelling…intoxicating with its beauty. The
sound of that deep baritone saying her name was nearly her undoing. “Oh, Jesus.
I tried to warn you last night that you shouldn’t tempt me like this. It’s so
wrong, Alia.”


Wrong? How could anything this wonderful possibly be wrong? she thought
hazily, as he lowered her to the blanket, covering her with his hardness and
his heat. “It doesn’t feel wrong,” she whispered, reaching up with her hand to
touch the scratchy surface of his jaw. “It feels too good to be wrong, Rhys. It
feels too good to stop.”


“I’ll no doubt go to hell for this, but if…if you trust me,” he said
huskily, touching his tongue to the beat of her pulse fluttering at the base of
her throat, “I can give you more. But we have to be careful.”


She answered eagerly with her body, spreading her legs beneath him as
she arched her hips, and he growled, “Pull up your dress. Show me yourself,
Alia.”


His suddenly straightened arms shook as he lowered his gaze, watching
as she gripped handfuls of crinkled blue fabric, slowly pulling her dress up,
each grasping clutch revealing more…and more to his sharp, predatory gaze.
Ankles and calves. Her bent knees and the pale inner surface of her thighs. She
was endlessly thankful that she’d stripped her drawers off before going to
sleep, leaving her naked beneath the dress.


As he stared down at her, his eyes burned. Smoldered. He made a rough
sound deep in his throat, and then he was shifting position, his left arm
bending, taking his weight as he pushed his right hand between her legs,
palming the damp, tender flesh there. She cried out, shocked by the burst of
sweet, wicked sensation that slammed through her, seizing her in a dizzying
clutch of pleasure. Cursing an erotic string of words under his breath, he
slipped his fingers knowingly through the drenched, intimate folds of her sex,
while gazing down at her with a dark, powerful intensity, as if it would hurt
him to look away. There was something painfully intimate about the look on his
face as he touched that most sensitive part of her, and she trembled as his
thumb stroked over the hardened knot of flesh that seemed to hold her
heartbeat.


“Have you ever given yourself a release?” he asked, his voice low and
rough. He stared into her eyes as he waited for her answer, and stroked the tip
of his longest finger around her tender opening, again and again, until she was
shaking and hot, her face damp. “Have you, Alia?”


She shook her head, sinking her teeth into her lower lip, knowing
exactly what she wanted from him, despite her innocence. “Please,” she
whispered, arching, feeling as if she’d burn alive if he didn’t help her…easing
the heavy ache that had settled low in her body. As she pleaded, his eyes
narrowed, crinkling sexily at the corners, and then he was sinking that long
finger into her sex, pressing it inside…sinking deep, and she whimpered at the
delicious sensation. “Oh, God,” she said brokenly, lifting her hips, marveling
at how different the penetration felt from anything she’d ever imagined. Her
fantasies about him had always been soft-focused and sweet, like a girl’s
dreams. But Rhys touched her as though she was a woman, pulling that long, hot
finger out to the mouth of her sex, then thrusting back in, working against the
tight, natural resistance of her body.


“Lift your knees higher,” he said in a raw voice, and as she followed
his command, he worked a second finger in alongside the first, stretching that
narrow part of her. Her skin was fever-damp and hot, as if heat were pouring
from his hand, up into her body, melting her from the inside out. He thrust his
fingers harder, deeper, the muscles bulging in his arm…his thumb rubbing
wickedly against her softly pulsing clit. Leaning down, he scraped his teeth
across her cloth-covered nipple, and she sobbed something that sounded too
shivery to be pain. The breathtaking wave of pleasure grew, sensation building
upon sensation like the spiraling, hypnotic notes of a song, and Alia could
feel herself climbing higher…and higher, reaching for something that she
desperately wanted to find. To grab hold of.


And then she suddenly reached the crest, and crashed deliciously over
the edge into a thick, mist like oblivion that was warm and honeyed and sweet.
It went on for endless, drugging moments, until her body was finally languid
and soft, boneless, drenched with lingering, teasing pulses of pleasure, her
throat raw from the sharp force of her cries. It took all her strength to force
her heavy eyes open, but was worth the effort when she found Rhys’s dark face
close to hers, his eyes burning with hunger, his expression one of pure,
unadulterated need.


She gave him a small, shy smile as he purposefully moved the fingers
buried deep inside her, stroking them lightly against her sensitive inner
tissues, as if he wanted to remind her of where he was…of what he’d done. That
he was penetrating her. That he’d made her come apart in his arms with nothing
more than a touch. And then he was pulling his fingers from her tight hold, his
voice a dark, velvety rasp as he said, “I wonder if you taste as good as you
feel.”


With wide eyes, Alia watched him lift his hand to his lips, taking the
two glistening fingers inside his mouth. A deep moan rumbled in his chest, as
if he was swallowing pleasure, and then he pulled the digits free, staring down
at her with an awed, arrested expression. “I’ve never done that before,” he
admitted in a deep voice that reminded her of a rich, burnished brandy.


She wet her bottom lip with her tongue, still dazed by the lingering
pulses of bliss that rolled through her, languid and warm and rich. “Done
what?”


He pressed his hips against hers, letting her feel the shocking size of
his hardened shaft, and placed his warm hand against the side of her throat,
stroking the tender skin beneath her chin with his callused thumb. “Made a
woman reach her peak with nothing more than my fingers. Or put her taste in my
mouth.”


Her eyes went round. She would have thought a worldly man like Rhys
would have already experienced everything there was sexually. “You haven’t?”


He gave her a wry, tender smile. “The women I’ve taken to bed have only
been interested in my—” He suddenly cut himself off, the faintest tinge of pink
warming his cheekbones, and she realized he was blushing. She could well
imagine what he’d been about to say. The massive ridge of his erection was
still lodged heavily against her softly pulsing core, her body desperate for
the feel of him inside of her. And yet she wanted more than his magnificent
body. She wanted, in a word, everything.


Pushing his damp hair back from his brow, she murmured, “Well, I’m
interested in all of you. In fact, I think I could become quite addicted to
having your hands on me.”


“Christ, don’t say that,” he said raggedly, his body flinching in
reaction.


“Why?” she asked. “It’s true. When you touch me I lose my mind. I lose
everything, until there’s nothing but you and the way you make me feel. Is it
always like this between lovers?”


He shook his head, starting to pull away, his expression grim, but she
refused to let him go, digging her fingers into his hard biceps. Though he
could have easily broken her hold, he cursed and lowered his body back against
hers, instantly taking her mouth in another deep, eating kiss. He kissed her
until she couldn’t remember her name…until she’d forgotten what it was like to
breathe…to not have his mouth on hers. When he finally broke away, she pulled
in huge lungfuls of air, her eyes squeezed tight against the burning rush of
tears. Her neck arched as he kissed his way down her throat, his big hand
pushing its way back between her legs.


“You’re so goddamn beautiful,” he rasped, kissing a damp path across
her bared shoulder, while his fingers teased her tender, swollen opening. She
shivered, and he suddenly pressed three fingers inside the tight entrance at
the same time he closed his teeth on the sensitive cord between her shoulder
and neck. He growled as he bit down hard enough to leave a mark, the thick
penetration of his fingers and the aggressive hold of his mouth shoving her
into another hard, pulsing burst of pleasure. She cried out again, the keening
sound echoing sharply off the rocky walls of the cave until it sounded like a
thousand voices screaming out in ecstasy.


The blissful, addictive explosion of heat that fired through her body
scared her with its intensity, and Alia knew, in that moment, that she was
capable of taking this too far without making her confession. And no matter how
badly she wanted it, she couldn’t do that to Rhys.


“Sorry,” he whispered in a low, aching rasp as he pressed his lips to
the burning mark on her shoulder. He kissed the reddened skin, then dragged his
mouth against her flesh as he made his way back to her mouth. He gentled her with
a deep, hungry kiss that coursed through her like a warm, intoxicating wine. He
said so much with the touch of his mouth against hers—without using a single
word—and she felt the burn of tears rush up from the depths of her soul. She
could taste herself on his lips…his tongue, the startling intimacy breaking her
open, like something fragile and vulnerable that had no defenses. I love him,
she thought, knowing it was irrevocably true. Loved him in ways that she
couldn’t even put words to, they were so precious and tender and soft.





He lifted a few inches away to stare down at her, his gaze piercing,
fingers long and thick within her body, barely moving as they continued to
gently thrust within her. “Are you bewitching me, Alia? Using your magic on
me?”


“No,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I…thought about it, but could
never bring myself to do it. It would be wrong. A violation of your…heart. I
could never do that to you, Rhys.”


He studied her face, touching upon each feature with his smoldering
gaze, and she could tell the instant he decided to believe her. “I know I need
to leave you alone, but I can’t stop. Not yet,” he groaned, touching her
deeper. “I want to put my mouth on you, first. Touch you with my tongue.”


The rough, huskily spoken words made her shiver. Made her long to
surrender. But she’d made a promise to herself. One that she knew she had to
keep, no matter how badly she wanted to simply give in and lose herself to the
beauty of his possession.


Staring into his beautiful eyes, she asked the one question that could
change the path of her future. “Do you care about me, Rhys?”


His gaze slid away, his expression instantly tightening with what
looked like an angry regret as he took his hand from her body, leaving her cold
inside. Empty. “It wouldn’t matter if I did, Alia.”


“So then you don’t?” she pressed, feeling as if her heart was about to
shatter into a million pieces.


“It doesn’t matter, one way or another,” he said heavily, his jaw
tight. “I could never make a life with you. It’s…impossible.”


It was the hardest thing she’d ever done, telling him the truth. “And I
can’t let this go any further, Rhys. Not if you don’t love me.”


A hard sound jerked from his grim mouth, like something caught between
a bitter laugh and a scornful snarl, and he slowly met her tear-filled gaze,
his eyes burning fiercely with heat. The silvery gray was liquid and bright
with unmistakable warning. “Trust me, Alia,” he said softly. “You don’t want me
to love you.”


“Then we have to stop.” Gritting her teeth, she fought for the strength
to push him away, the solid muscles of his chest hard and firm beneath her
hands. He was too strong and heavy for her to physically move, but he followed
her cue and climbed to his feet.


Shifting into a sitting position, she opened her mouth as she pulled
her skirt over her knees, but before she could say anything, he cut her off,
saying, “There’s no need for an explanation. You did the smart thing.”


She couldn’t stop the trembling of her mouth…her body. “I w-wish you’d
let me explain.”


“What’s to explain?” he rasped, pulling one hand down his face, his
gaze focused intently on some distant patch of ground, as if he was being
careful not to look at her. “You were right to stop this, Alia. More so than
you even realize. There are things about the Charteris that most outsiders
don’t know. Important things.”


“Like what?” she whispered.


Like what? Such an innocent question, and yet Rhys hated to have to
give her an answer.


Scraping his roughened palm over his jaw, he suddenly thought of how
she’d called him beautiful. Such a strange thing for him to remember, when he
knew he was anything but. Of all the adjectives that could be used to describe
him, beauty wasn’t one of them. At several inches over six feet and packed with
hard, powerful muscle, he was accustomed to inspiring fear in people. Women
tended to be interested in him only as a sort of challenge—as if they enjoyed
risking intimacy with a wild, dangerous creature. They didn’t see him as a
thing of beauty—they simply saw him as a thing.


And now Alia would think the same. He took a moment to savor the way
she’d looked at him before, her blue eyes soft and sweet and full of longing,
then forced himself to tell her the truth.




CHAPTER SIX 


“There’s a kind of physiological transformation that happens when we
have sex with someone we…care about,” Rhy explained, “which can be deadly if
the woman isn’t of Charteris blood. If she’s someone who inspires strong
emotion within us, but whose body is vulnerable. There are many who believe
that it was meant to ensure we only bred within the clan, keeping the species
pure, since our seed is only fertile during this…period of change. But no one
really knows for sure.”


Alia worked his confession over in her mind, and began to understand so
much that hadn’t made sense before. “That’s why you said it was surprising that
your father hadn’t killed your mother in their marriage bed, isn’t it? Because
she wasn’t Charteris.” She frowned in confusion as another thought occurred to
her. “But you also said that they disliked each other intensely. So then why
would it have been dangerous?”


“I’ve often heard that love and hate are both sides of the same coin,”
he told her. “I guess I’ve always thought that with the level of…animosity
between them, it might have caused the transformation to take place.” And the
fact that I was conceived means that my father must have experienced at least
some degree of change.


Clearing her throat, she quietly asked, “What happens, exactly?”


He was silent for a moment, standing with his rigid body turned
slightly away from her, his head angled down as he stared intently at some
distant point on the ground. “We remain unchanged, so long as we’re sharing
intercourse with a woman who means nothing to us. But when our emotions are
involved, the change takes place and we literally burn with heat. Our bodies.
Our…seed. Not just warmth, but enough heat to physically burn. To melt your
flesh. To have sex with a woman we care about who isn’t a Charteris is to kill
her.” A low, bitter laugh fell from his lips, and he shook his head. “I guess
that’s why those of us who live away from the clan are all such coldhearted
bastards. We know better than to tempt fate.”


“So then all this time we’ve spent dancing around each other,” she murmured,
“you’ve kept your distance because you were afraid of hurting me?”


He made a rough sound in his throat, his tall, muscular body vibrating
with a powerful tension, hands fisted at his sides. “I already have hurt you,”
he growled, cutting a glittering look toward the juncture between her neck and
shoulder, where the impression of his teeth could still be seen. “The heat
isn’t the only thing that makes us dangerous. We’re primal creatures at heart,
prone to dominance and aggression. To put it bluntly, Alia, we’re rough as
hell.”


“I might have cried out when you bit me, but I’m not harmed, Rhys. I
don’t break that easily, or have you forgotten that I’m no more human than you
are?”


A strange look crept over his face, darkening his gaze. “You look human
enough,” he grunted.


“As do many of the ancient clans,” she said carefully, “yourself
included. But just because I might look breakable, doesn’t mean that I am. I’ll
admit that I don’t have your incredible size or strength, but I’m not
completely without my own resources.”


He arched one brow in an arrogant look of disbelief. “Have you
forgotten your Merrick blood is dormant, Alia?”


A ghost of a smile played at the corner of her mouth. “I’m also half
Reavess, Rhys. I’m nowhere near as vulnerable as a human female.”


His head tilted a fraction to the side and he took a hesitant step
toward her, his expression arrested. “Then why did you stop me? You
were…afraid. I could hear the tremor of fear in your voice.”


“But not of you,” she corrected him. “I just…I was afraid of trapping
you.”


“What does that mean?” Rhys grunted with a hard burst of impatience.


She pulled her lower lip through her teeth, her cheeks flushed with
heat as she nervously said, “The Reavess don’t come into their full powers
until we’re twenty, which means I’m still a novice in many ways. Still
learning…still awakening to the gifts that I’ve inherited from my mother. But
there are aspects of being Reavess that are already a part of me. That’s why I
stopped you. If we were to…”


He stared, waiting for the words to fall from her lips, when a sound
drew his attention. Rhys instantly held up his hand in a wordless command for
silence, just as a tall body moved into the mouth of the cave, silhouetted
against the darkening morning sunlight, the distant sky going gray with clouds.
He couldn’t make out the intruder’s face, but he knew in an instant who it was,
and pain burned through his insides at the knowledge. “Barrett?” he croaked,
hoping like hell this didn’t mean what he thought it did. What he knew it did.


“Thank God I’ve found you,” the soldier called out, lifting his hand in
greeting.


Rhys narrowed his eyes. “What the hell are you doing here?”


Barrett’s expression turned grim. “I decided to join you last night in
Wolcott, but you’d already left by the time I got there. Figuring I might as
well stay and enjoy myself, I was still drinking in the tavern when word came
around that there were people searching for Alia in the village. I followed
them,” he explained, his words rough with anger, “and it didn’t take long to
learn what had happened. Thankfully, I was able to track you from your scent.”


Rhys studied his friend across the five or so yards that separated
them, unable to shake the painful knowledge that the soldier was lying.
Barrett’s dark gaze slid away from the intensity of his stare, and as Rhys drew
in a deep breath, the sour stench of Barrett’s fear flooded his system. While
Rhys’s Charteris blood boiled at the thought of his friend’s betrayal, it
occurred to him that Barrett’s words the previous afternoon had been a warning
of sorts. That the man had wanted him to go to the village, so that he wouldn’t
be killed with the others during the attack on Matthew Buchanan. Either that,
or Barrett hadn’t wanted to pit himself against Rhys’s skill with a sword.


God, he’d been so blind. He knew he never should have left Alia and her
father in the care of the other guards. That he should have trusted his
instincts when he’d felt that something was wrong. He’d made so many mistakes,
and now she was going to pay for them all.


“Alia,” he said softly, turning his head slightly as he kept his gaze
focused on Barrett. “Come here.”


She’d been standing a yard or so behind him, but she quickly moved
closer. Rhys caught her wrist, positioning her close to his back, her soft
breath panting against his shoulder as she peered around his side. He hated
that she was afraid. That he’d failed to protect her.


The corner of Barrett’s mouth twisted with a pained expression, and he
slowly shook his head, a tired, weary sound escaping beneath his breath. “So my
secret is out,” he said simply, lifting his face to meet Rhys’s stare.


“Christ, Barrett, what the hell have you gotten yourself into? You’re
meant to be one of the good guys.”


“We can’t all be as saintly as you,” Barrett offered in a wry drawl.
Rhys could hear the bitterness that flavored his friend’s words and wondered
why he’d never noticed before. He knew he’d been withdrawing more and more of
late, but had he really been that shut down? That blind to what was going on
around him?


“If you’re in trouble, why didn’t you come to me?” he asked, while the
wind picked up beyond the cave, thick with the scent of rain, the sky rumbling
with a heavy bellow of thunder. “I would have helped you.”


“Don’t blame yourself, Rhys. There’s nothing you could have done to
prevent it. The people I’m working for were determined to get to Buchanan one
way or another. If not through me, they would have made a deal with one of the
others.”


He grunted, then said, “There’s something I don’t understand. If you
were helping them, why did they go looking for Alia in the village last night?
With your tracking abilities, you would have been able to scent that she hadn’t
headed toward Wolcott.”


“Believe it or not, she just got lucky,” Barrett explained with another
wry drawl, scrubbing his left hand against his jaw, while his right hand
hovered near the hilt of his sword. Though the Consortium guards were trained
in the use of all weapons, including pistols, they continued to primarily use
steel, too often facing things that couldn’t be killed with bullets.


“Seems her father was able to put the lie into the crone’s mind. I
should have realized it was a ruse to throw us off, but I was so distracted
worrying that you might come back,” Barrett continued, “that you’d return
before we were gone, that I didn’t pay close enough attention. I…I didn’t want
you caught in the middle of this, Rhys. I can’t tell you how disappointed I was
when we finally returned to the cottage and the crone could see that you were
with her.” Something that looked like regret flickered in Barrett’s eyes. “I
didn’t want you to be a part of it.”


“It’s not too late. You don’t have to go through with this.”


“So says our superiors’ lauded hero. But we haven’t all been as generously
rewarded with the Consortium’s gold as you have, Rhys. I’ve enjoyed living
beyond my means for too long now, and was forced to make a bad deal,” the lanky
soldier muttered, his features twisting into a grimace. “One that I can’t get
out of, even if I wanted to.”


Disgust flavored his words as Rhys said, “There’s always a choice.”


“Do you have any idea what these men will do to me?” Barrett snapped,
suddenly losing his composure, his face turning ruddy, his eyes wide with
panic.


“No more than you deserve,” he growled. “Who are you working for? The
Collective?”


“No, they’re…not human, Rhys. And they’re strong—maybe even
full-blooded.”


“Full-blooded what?” he demanded, casting out the net of his senses,
trying to find the scent of others who might have come with Barrett. But the
skies had opened up with a light rain, the drizzle falling steadily outside the
mouth of the cave, making it impossible to scent anything beyond the entrance.


Barrett shook his head again. “To be honest, I have no idea. But
they’ll rip me to shreds if I don’t give them what they want.”


“And what is that?”


Barrett jerked his chin toward Alia, her pale face still peeking around
Rhys’s shoulder. “The girl is going to show us where her father found the
Marker. Then we’ll take the rest of them.”


“And if we refuse?” he asked, wondering where the others were. Barrett
had said “us”—which meant that he wasn’t alone.


A low rumble of laughter fell from Barrett’s lips as he looked from
Alia and back to Rhys’s face. “You won’t refuse,” he said knowingly. “Not when
you have something so precious to lose. But I am sorry, Rhys. I truly had no
choice. I have none now.” Barrett began walking forward, and Rhys reacted
instantly. In a rapid movement of muscle and primal instinct, he slammed the
soldier against the wall of the cave, his right forearm pressed hard against
the traitor’s throat before Barrett could even draw his sword.


“Damn it, Rhys!” Barrett wheezed, pulling ineffectually at his arm.
“These things will kill me if I don’t give them what they want. And it won’t be
an easy death. They’ll peel the flesh from my body. Take me apart, piece by
piece!”


“I’m going to save them the trouble,” he snarled, jamming his arm
harder against Barrett’s throat.


“Kill me, then,” his friend muttered weakly, “but it isn’t going to
save her. Nothing can save her now.”


He heard Alia’s suddenly gasp, and as he cut a dark look toward the
mouth of the cave, Rhys saw that his suspicions had finally been confirmed.


Just as he’d guessed, the traitor had not come alone.




CHAPTER SEVEN 


They’d made it to the caves at Wookey Hole in the cool damp of night,
the clouds hanging low in the sky, like something pressing in on their bodies,
suffocating and thick. The waters of the River Axe that flowed into the cave
were freezing, soaking their clothes as they’d traveled into the cavernous
depths of the earth, and Alia couldn’t stop her teeth from chattering loudly.
Or maybe that was simply her reaction to the worry and fear coiling her insides
into a dense tangle of knots. Since the moment she’d seen the mental images her
father had sent before his death, she’d known the impossible was coming, and
was still no closer to understanding how she was going to prevail. If she and
Rhys had been alone, they might have devised a means of retrieving the Markers
that wasn’t going to end in pain and death, but they were surrounded by the
enemy.


During the journey, she’d heard Rhys ask Barrett about the other
soldiers, and had learned that they were simply mercenaries who’d been hired to
help the traitorous guard obtain the crosses. Which meant that the identity of
the ones controlling Barrett remained a secret. He had, however, brought the
hired soldiers and the old crone along with him, the woman’s hunched back and
crinkled, gray-tinged skin attesting to her vast age. Still, despite her
decrepit appearance, her black eyes were sharp with focus, constantly taking
everything in. As she rubbed her gnarled fingers against the cross Alia had
been forced to relinquish, the crone watched them with a cold, malicious gaze,
the waves of evil rolling off her seeming to fill the dank air of the cave with
a rancid stench.


They stood within an alcove nestled in one of the offshoots of the main
cavern, the flowing black water of the river at their backs, the wall curving
in a half circle before them. The only light came from the flickering lanterns
carried by Barrett’s men, the golden spill of light casting ominous shadows
against the rough, craggy surfaces of stone. There were ten soldiers in all,
standing with their backs to the curved perimeter, the ceiling just high enough
to clear their heads.


At her side, Rhys vibrated with a cold, deadly rage, the heat from his
coiled muscles blasting against her body, though it was unable to dispel the
chill of her soggy clothes. They hadn’t been able to speak privately, but Alia
assumed that he was furious with her for leading Barrett and the others there,
to the caves where the Dark Markers were hidden. But she’d had no choice. After
his hired swords had arrived, Barrett had threatened to have Rhys killed if she
didn’t tell them what they wanted to know, which had made the decision an easy
one. She’d already lost her father because of these bastards—she wasn’t about
to lose Rhys, as well. And yet, Alia knew she had merely bought them a small
sliver of time. The only reason Rhys was still alive was because the others
didn’t know if he’d prove useful to them before their task was completed, and
she hoped to hell he was coming up with a plan that would get them out of
there.


Barrett had already worked his way through the narrow fissure in the
center of the alcove’s curved wall that led to the small chamber her father had
shown her with his mental images. The fissure was protected by a spell so that
it wouldn’t be detectable to the human eye, but Alia had been able to summon
the words that would reveal its location—words her father had shown her before
he died. She also knew that in the center of the chamber lay a fiery pit, its
orange flames licking into the air like a nest of writhing, hungry serpents.
Whoever had hidden the Markers had spelled the pit to continually burn,
protecting the valuable treasure that lay at its base. Barrett had already
tried several ways to fish the chain-mail bag that contained the Markers from
the bottom of the hole, but each of the implements immediately disintegrated
when they touched the twisting, magical flames.


As Barrett paced impatiently from one side of the alcove to the other,
the crone suddenly rasped, “I can see now that the flames can only be breached
by hand.”


Barrett cut a furious scowl in her direction. “Then how am I meant to
retrieve them without burning my bloody flesh off?”


“Make the girl go,” she croaked, her thin lips twisting with a
malevolent smile. “Her father must have used one of his wife’s spells to
retrieve the cross unharmed. He no doubt shared this with the girl.”


“That had better be true,” Barrett growled as he cut his gaze toward
Alia, the sharp edge of panic in his dark eyes impossible to miss. Despite the
chill of the cavern air, the soldier was sweating, his normally burnished skin
pale in the flickering light of the lanterns. Whoever was pulling his strings,
Barrett was clearly terrified of them.


“I can try,” Alia said quietly, wincing as Rhys turned his head to
glare down at her with a dark look of accusation. Though she was unsurprised by
the crone’s directive, having expected as much, she hadn’t shared her concerns
with the man who stood beside her.


“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about the fire,” he growled in a
low, seething voice. “What the hell were you thinking?”


She lifted her shoulders in a slight shrug. “I didn’t want to worry
you.”


“Alia,” he groaned, looking as if he wanted to throttle her.


“It will be okay,” she whispered, trying to give him a reassuring
smile.


Forcing the question out through his clenched teeth, he said, “So you
know the spell?”


She tried not to flinch, but Rhys was watching her too closely. “What?”
he demanded, missing nothing.


“It’s just that my magic isn’t powerful enough to work here,” she
explained, a nervous edge to the words that she couldn’t disguise. “This is
protected land, guarded by the original powers that set out to protect the
Markers.”


Rhys’s pale gray eyes narrowed with frustration. “Then how did your
father manage to obtain the cross?”


“He used one of my mother’s spells, like she said.” Alia inclined her
head toward the crone. “But it’s a highly advanced one that I’m not familiar
with, which means that it could be…difficult for me.”


“Would your father have been able to cast the spell without being
Reavess?” he asked, a deep crease settling between the dark slash of his brows.


Alia nodded. “They were truly joined, which meant he would have been
able to channel my mother’s power, even from her next life. But as their
daughter, my connection only worked while they were alive. I’m sorry, Rhys.”


“Don’t be sorry,” he grunted under his breath, cutting his gaze back
toward the others. “It’s not as if I would have let you go, anyway.”


“She has no choice,” Barrett argued loudly, taking a step forward. It
was obvious the traitor had been listening to every word of their exchange.


“I’ll go in her place,” Rhys stated firmly, his deep voice resonating
with command.


“What?” she gasped, her jaw dropping with surprise. “No! That’s not
possible!”


“I’m the best chance you’ve got,” he grunted, his attention focused
completely on Barrett as he held the soldier’s panicked stare.


“Please, Rhys! Please don’t go in there!” she begged, grabbing hold of
his arm.


He turned toward her then, and leaned down to press a tender kiss
against her forehead, while his left hand smoothed over the drenched length of
her hair. “Don’t worry about me,” he whispered. “I can do this, Alia. I
promise.”


“How?” she asked, her voice hitching as he tilted up her chin with the
edge of his fist.


The corner of his mouth curved with a grin. “Just because I don’t
embrace the Charteris part of my blood doesn’t mean that I can’t.”


She blinked with surprise. “But you’ve always done your best to bury
that part of yourself, Rhys.”


“You’re right, because I’ve always hated it,” he replied with a slow
nod, his gaze suddenly burning with intensity. “But things are different now. I
care about you more than I could ever hate the Charteris.”


Tears spilled from her eyes in a hot, salty rush, her throat quivering
with emotion. “I don’t believe it. You tell me this now, when I’m about to lose
you?” she cried, smacking her fists against the solid wall of his chest.


He responded by taking hold of her face in his big hands and giving her
a hard, quick kiss that only made her cry harder. “Don’t be scared,” he
murmured, pressing his forehead against hers. “I’ll get you out of this alive,
Alia. I promise.”


“You’re the one I’m worried about,” she said brokenly. “You, Rhys. Not
me.”


He kissed her again, so gently that it was almost a physical pain in
her heart, and then he pulled away. “Keep her here,” he grunted, staring at
Barrett as he turned his back on her. “And I’ll get you the bloody crosses.”


Doing his best to ignore the wrenching sound of Alia’s crying, Rhys
carefully made his way through the narrow fissure. Seconds later, he was
crouching within the small, domed chamber, its circumference no more than ten
feet, staring at the shallow pit dug into the middle of the floor. Fire licked
from the hole like a dragon’s fiery breath, and the corner of his mouth
twitched with bitter humor.


“Fitting,” he muttered, before pulling his shirt over his head and
dropping it onto the stone floor of the chamber. He knelt beside the pit, his
gaze focused intently on the angry, licking flames. They looked like tongues of
fire that were eager for a taste of his flesh, but he wasn’t afraid. No, his
only fear was for Alia’s safety. With a deep breath, Rhys fisted his right hand
and closed his eyes, concentrating on calling up the primal blood of the
ancient beast that dwelled within him. When he felt the searing change ripple
beneath his skin, he leaned forward and reached deep into the hole.


As his fingers grazed the rough surface of the bag that lay on the
bottom, Rhys let out a shaky breath of relief and opened his eyes. He’d
expected at least a twinge of hot, fiery pain, but instead, the flames lapped
against his arm like something chilly and damp, making him shiver. Though he
remained in his human shape, he’d managed to partially transform his entire
arm, his skin now gleaming with a deep, burnished sheen that was capable of
resisting the fire’s eating flames. Surprisingly, his arm looked much the same,
but for the golden, blinding glow that he’d only ever seen in the scales of a
Charteris when they’d fully shifted into their dragon form.


Hating that Alia was left back in the cave without him, Rhys quickly
fisted his hand around the top of the chain-mail bag and pulled it free. A
swift look within the bag showed a glittering tangle of ornate crosses, their
thick arms overlapping one another, all of them jumbled together so that it was
impossible to tell how many there were without dumping them all out, which he
didn’t have time for. Although he now had the Markers, he still needed a way to
get Alia out of there alive. Staring into the flickering light of the flames,
Rhys thought of the stories he’d heard of Charteris warriors who could hold
fire…and control it. Would it be possible for him to do the same? He had no
idea, but he was ready to try.


With his mind made up, he held the bag in his left hand and thrust his
right back into the flickering flames of the fire. When he made his way back
out to the others only moments later, Barrett’s eyes gleamed with an unholy
light as he eyed the bag still clutched within Rhys’s left hand.


“Is that them?” the soldier croaked, his voice weak with relief.


Rhys nodded in response as he kept moving nearer to Alia. He was sure
Barrett or one of the others would have stopped him if they’d been paying
attention, but each of their greed-filled gazes remained locked on the bag that
swung from his fist.


“Give them to me,” Barrett suddenly snarled, his right hand resting on
the hilt of his sword. “Don’t try anything stupid, Rhys, or I swear she’ll
pay.”


Like hell she will, he thought, stepping sideways to close the distance
between them until she stood no more than a foot away, her back to the dark
waters of the river.


“Alia,” he said softly, cutting a swift look at her tear-drenched face.
“I just wanted you to know that I love you.”


And then, after taking a deep breath, Rhys shoved her into the river.


The instant she hit the water, he looked back toward the others and
opened his right hand, revealing the burning ball of fire that flickered and
danced there, hovering upon his palm. The crone cried out, obviously seeing
what he meant to do, but it was already too late. Barrett and the hired
soldiers rushed toward him, their swords raised, but Rhys was too quick.
Allowing the change to ripple over the entire surface of his body, he threw his
arm up into the air, and the fireball exploded in a stunning eruption that
swept through the alcove. The night filled with the horrific sound of tortured
screaming, the men burning beneath the roaring fury of the flames.


Only the crone remained standing, her hunched body blistering as the
vicious blaze consumed her. She cackled a shrill burst of laughter, and managed
to raise her burning arms, the skin melting away, revealing bits of bone
beneath. Rhys cursed under his breath as he realized she intended to take her
revenge before a fiery death consumed her. He closed his eyes, emptying his
mind of everything but Alia, and prayed that she’d had the sense to swim to
safety. Then a violent blast of power flew from the crone’s dying body and
slammed into him. He hit the ground, hard, his body engulfed in a massive cloud
of sizzling flames.




CHAPTER EIGHT 


Alia was preparing to push up from the bottom of the river, when she
saw the fiery explosion lash out over the rippling surface of the water, her
mind screaming with terror for Rhys’s safety. The second the blazing orange
glow of the flames began to fade, she broke through the water’s surface with a
hard gasp. The thick, nauseating smell of burnt flesh in the air made her gag,
but she fought the reflex, her panicked gaze finding Rhys’s glowing body just
as the crone slammed him with a wall of molten flame and he crashed to the
ground. In that instant, Alia found herself filled with the most savage need to
protect that she could have ever imagined. It was a roaring firestorm in her
veins—unstoppable and pure—fueled entirely by love.


Chanting the ancient words of a dangerous incantation that only the most
learned Reavess witches should have been capable of completing, Alia called on
the powerful blood of her ancestors and forced everything she had into the
spell. Power surged through her, punching against her insides, building and
building, until it suddenly burst free in a raging wave of energy, forcing the
waters of the river to rise up high into the air. The towering wall of water
hovered there for a single instant, shimmering and dark, and then it crashed
over Rhys’s body, extinguishing the flames, while at the same time it slammed
the crone viciously into the wall of the cave. Her charred body exploded on
impact, disintegrating into blackened pieces of ash that scattered through the
air before floating slowly down to the wet ground.


Climbing clumsily from the banks of the river, Alia slipped three times
in her haste to reach Rhys, and then she was finally kneeling beside his
stunningly naked body—his clothes destroyed by the flames—with her hands
pressed urgently against the lingering heat in his face, the stubble that
darkened his jaw rough against her palms.


“Rhys, wake up!” she cried, gently shaking him. Three of the lanterns
had miraculously managed to remain lit, illuminating the dark beauty of his
face, his skin somehow unharmed, as if the flames of the fire had never touched
him. He no longer glowed with that blinding, golden light that she’d seen, and
so she shook him harder, nearly crying out with relief when his eyelids
flickered open, his gray gaze locking instantly with hers.


“What happened?” he growled, quickly sitting up, his expression one of
deadly intent as he looked around the alcove, ready to protect her.


When he realized the others were all dead and looked back at her, Alia
gave him a wobbly smile, her eyes glassy with tears. “It looked as if you might
get yourself killed trying to save me, and I wasn’t willing to let that
happen.”


His own eyes went wide. “You saved me from the crone?”


“I guess we saved each other,” she whispered, then slowly shook her
head. “Although, I didn’t really save you, I guess, so much as woke you up,
since the fire doesn’t seem to have hurt you at all. Her blast of power must
have just knocked you out. But when I saw what she was doing to you, I ordered
the river to slam her into the wall and she disintegrated.” The corner of her
mouth twitched as she added, “I seem to be pretty protective where you’re
concerned.”


“Just promise me that you won’t ever do anything that dangerous again,”
he grunted, looking as if he was caught in her gaze, unable to look away.
“Because I couldn’t live if I lost you, Alia.”


She smoothed his hair back with her fingertips, somehow finding the
strength not to ogle his naked body, though it wasn’t easy, seeing as how the
man was pure, mouthwatering perfection. Hoping he could see the truth of her
words in her eyes, she said, “It’s the same for me, Rhys.”


He quietly said her name, just before he gave her a dazzling smile that
made her breath catch.


“I still can’t believe everything that’s happened. What you did was so
amazing,” she said with a watery laugh, smiling back at him. “What you did…I’ve
never seen anything like that in my entire life.”


“Seems a Charteris’s skin is more useful than I would have ever
imagined,” he offered in a wry drawl.


“Can you show me?” she asked. “I wasn’t able to see that clearly from
the river.”


He lifted his arm in answer to her question, and as she watched, the
dark skin of his forearm began to glimmer and shine again with a deep golden
glow. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, carefully stroking the luminous skin
with her fingertips.


An endearingly lopsided grin tipped the corner of his mouth. “And,
thankfully, completely fireproof.”


She laughed again, staring into his eyes. “You look so happy,” she said
softly, unable to look away from the breathtaking beauty of his expression.


“That’s because I am happy,” he told her, cupping his palm against the
side of her face. “God, Alia, I thought I was going to lose you.”


“Oh, Rhys. How could I die when the man I love just told me that he
loves me, too?”


“You really didn’t know?” he asked, the words rough with emotion.


Another shivery burst of laughter fell from her lips. “I had no idea!”


There was a certain fire in his eyes as he watched her, the pale gray
changing, becoming something that looked liquid and hot. Pure silver that’d
been melted down, shimmering and bright, and achingly beautiful. “How is that
even possible?” he wondered, his voice a deep, decadent assault on her senses.
“I would have thought I was so obvious, seeing as how I spend my every waking
moment thinking about you. Wondering what you’re doing, what you’re thinking,
what you’re feeling. And then, instead of finding oblivion in sleep, you’re
there as well, tormenting me, tempting me to take things I thought I could
never have. You’ve driven me out of my mind with need, Alia. How could you not
know? Are you blind?” he demanded, his tone suddenly cut with an endearing note
of exasperation. “I thought the Reavess were supposed to be perceptive!”


“We are,” she whispered. “But we’re often blind to the things we want
most to see, allowing our desires and emotions to cloud our vision.”


His expression pulled tight with pain as he said, “I want you so badly
it’s killing me, but it would be so easy for me to hurt you. Even if you are
stronger than a human, I could…I could still burn you, Alia.”


“But you won’t,” she assured him, wondering if her grin looked as smug
as it felt. “And I’ll tell you why. Because Reavess witches can assume the
traits of their mates during joining. Which means that you can’t hurt me, Rhys,
no matter how hot you become.”


“Are you serious?” he rasped, so still he looked as though he wasn’t
even breathing.


She nodded, then bit the corner of her lip, knowing there was more that
she had to tell him. “But I’m afraid I have another confession,” she said
huskily. “There’s something else about the Reavess witches that no one outside
of the bloodline and their husbands know.”


“And what’s that?”


“When a Reavess mates with the man who holds her heart,” she told him,
“it links him to her, body and soul, in an unbreakable bond that can never be
undone. I know it sounds incredible, but it’s true. If we make love, it will
bind you to me forever.”


For a moment, his shock made his face go blank, wiping it clean of
expression. And then he started to laugh, the rumbling sound sexy and low, the
expression on his face so beautiful, it hurt just to look at him. “That’s why
you pushed me away this morning?”


She nodded, heat blooming beneath her skin, burning in her cheeks. “I didn’t
know if you loved me, and I didn’t want to trap you, binding you forever to a
woman you didn’t care about. Even if she was me.”


“You silly, beautiful girl,” he groaned, pressing his lips to her
forehead. “You can’t trap something that’s already yours.”


Her pulse raced at his words, roaring in her ears, but she had to be
certain that there were no misunderstandings. “Are you sure?” she asked.
“Because once done, it’s not something that can be undone. You’ll be stuck with
me for the rest of your life, Rhys.”


“And in the next life, too. Right?”


She nodded, staring deeply into his eyes, as if she could find the
proof of his honesty there. He rubbed his thumb across the curve of her
cheekbone, the smoldering, joyful look burning there in his gaze, making her
heart pound…her body melt. “And what will happen when you bond us together?” he
asked with another easy, lopsided grin while moving to his feet in a
devastating display of muscle and long, masculine lines that damn near made her
hyperventilate.


She swallowed, blinking, struggling to get her voice past the shivering
knot of emotion in her throat. “Well, for one thing,” she finally managed to
rasp, “we’ll be able to communicate with our minds. And our children will be
able to communicate with us, too.”


“Children,” Rhys murmured as he reached down and pulled her to her
feet, pressing her against the heavy beat of his heart. The idea of having a
family with Alia was so beautiful and exciting, he could barely contain
himself. “I like the sound of that.”


Slipping the Marker her father had found into the chain-mail bag with
the others, Rhys held the bag tight as he lifted Alia into his arms. Staring
into her luminous eyes, he said, “Now, let’s get out of here, so that you can
show me exactly what this joining will be like.”


Cradling her against his chest, he carried her out of the smoky cave,
into the milky moonlight. The night was quiet, the storms moving away into the
distance, and he took a deep breath, filled with a strange sense of grace and
light and beauty, as if his life had somehow been touched by a miracle. One
that he was holding possessively in his arms.


“Where are we going?” she asked, after he’d borrowed some clothes from
one of the packs the hired soldiers had tied to their horses and was settling
her atop his stallion.


Rhys wondered if his smile looked as wolfish as it felt. “We’ll put a
little distance between us and this place, just in case anyone comes looking
for Barrett tonight. And then we’re going to find the nearest inn that we can.”


“You must be exhausted,” she murmured as he settled his big body behind
hers.


“Not in the slightest,” he rasped in her ear, wondering if she had any
idea how badly he needed her.


They rode hard for a few hours, until Rhys knew he was running the risk
of stopping, laying her down on the ground and taking her right there. When
they came to the next village, he headed straight for the first inn he could
find. By the time they’d made it up to their room, they were both panting with
anticipation. He all but dragged her into the warm, firelit room, before
quickly slamming the door and bolting it shut.


Then he turned toward her, and tried to remind myself that he needed to
take it slow, before he scared her away, when all he wanted was to be inside of
her—a part of her—as quickly as possible.


Alia watched as Rhys’s face tightened with a hard, predatory look of
desire, before he took a deep breath and set the Markers down on the low chest
beside the door. She stared at the chain-mail bag. “Are you sure this is what
you want, Rhys?” she asked as she stared at the chain-mail bag.” My life won’t
be easy. I’ll have to protect the Markers. Keep them from falling into the
wrong hands.” She forced herself to look back at him, her mouth trembling as
she said, “If you come with me, you’ll be turning your back on everything. On
everyone.”


He walked to her, towering over her as he gently took her face in his
large hands, his heavy-lidded gaze locked with hers. “There is no one but you,
Alia.”


“Rhys,” she said breathlessly, fully aware of his intent. “We haven’t
even bathed yet. I must look awful.”


“You’re the most beautiful woman I have ever seen, and I’ve wanted you
for five long months that have felt like excruciating years,” he growled,
ripping at the buttons of her gown. “I’m sorry, but I can’t wait any longer.”


She could feel his desperation, his need, in the shuddering of his
body, the tremor of his muscles. His hands were everywhere, stroking…touching,
stripping her of her clothes. She didn’t know how he’d manage to remove his own
as well, her head dizzy from his dark, devastating kisses, but suddenly they
were falling back on the bed together, his powerful body pressing her into the
soft mattress, his skin deliciously hot against hers.


“Spread your legs for me,” he groaned. “Let me feel you.”


She did as he said, gasping as he pressed between her thighs, the
intimate contact sizzling and sharp. And then she was screaming as he lowered
himself down her body and covered the sensitive folds of her sex with his mouth.
His tongue was warm and soft as he licked her, a deep, predatory growl of
pleasure vibrating against her drenched, tender flesh. He stayed there for what
felt like a timeless forever, rubbing…thrusting, doing things to her that were
more wonderful and shocking than Alia could have ever imagined. He licked her
hungrily, as if she were the most delicious thing he’d ever tasted. As if he
could be content for hours to lie there between her thighs for hours. She
trembled and twisted and screamed as the first orgasm tore through her, and he
growled louder as he pressed his face tighter against her, his tongue
alternately thrusting inside her and lapping eagerly against the softly pulsing
heat of her clit.


As she gasped again for breath, Rhys moved back over her, suckling
gently on both her nipples, then moved higher, pushing the damp strands of her
hair back from her face. His eyes were bright with emotion as he said, “I never
believed in love until I met you. And I know there’s still so much for you to
show me…for me to learn, but I know that I would give my life to keep you from
ever suffering one moment of pain. I know that I can’t breathe when you’re not
with me. And I know that you’re the only woman I’ll ever want.”


“Rhys,” she breathed out, unable to believe he would make such a
heartfelt declaration.


“I know all those things, but most of all, I know that in all the
world, you’re…you’re the most precious, beautiful thing I could have ever
imagined.” He touched his mouth to hers, shuddering against her, then lifted
his head. Staring into her eyes, he said, “I live for you, Alia.”


Her breath caught with a quiet sob, and it was at that moment that he
thrust into her, pushing the heavy, swollen head of his cock inside her. He was
too big for the move to be easy, but despite the difficulty, it
felt…incredible. The vein-ridged thickness stretching her. The breathtaking
hardness and heat. The erotic throbbing of his heartbeat penetrating that most
private, delicate part of her.


“Oh, Christ, you’re so tight,” he growled, carefully pulling back his
hips.


“What are you doing?” she panted, panicked, trying desperately to get a
hold on his sweat-slick skin so that she could pull him deeper. “Don’t leave
me!”


“I’m not leaving you,” he grunted, his jaw hard as he thrust back in,
giving her only slightly more than before. “I’m just trying to be careful.”


“Didn’t you hear a word I said earlier?” she whispered, cupping the
side of his face as she smiled up at him.


“Yes,” he forced through his teeth. “But I’m not taking any chances
with you.”


Alia tilted her head to the side, her long hair tangled across the
pillow. “Either touch me as you long to, or don’t touch me at all. I won’t
accept you in half measures, Rhys. I want the whole man, not a small part of
him.”


“That’s one of the problems, Alia.” He gave a rough, shaky rumble of
laughter. “There’s nothing small about me.”


She was sure there was a mischievous light glittering in her eyes as
she said, “I know.” Her voice was huskier than it’d ever been before, and she
saw him stiffen in reaction to the erotic sound. “And I’m not complaining,
Rhys. I love everything about you. I love that you’re larger than life. I love
that there’s so…much of you. I want all of it. I need all of it. All of you.”


“I swear there are times you can’t be virgin,” he said raggedly,
shaking his head.


“Why?”


“Because no one so inexperienced should be allowed to be this
seductive,” he groaned. “It’s killing me.”


Before she could respond, he suddenly pulled back his hips and thrust
into her savagely hard, shoving so deep that she could almost feel him against
the pounding beat of her heart. His mouth found hers, possessing her like an
erotic fever, his taste primal and wild and completely addictive. She ran her
hands down the hot, slick, muscled length of his back, loving the breathtaking
power and strength of him as he moved within her, working deeper each time.


“Your eyes,” she whispered, sounding awed as she watched the
mesmerizing change in color.


The corner of his mouth tipped with a smile. “What about them?”


“The color. They’re…gold. Like amber fire.”


“I always knew that you worked magic on me,” he rumbled in a deep, dark
velvety voice, his body slamming into her now in a hard, provocative rhythm
that made the headboard slap against the wall with each heavy, aggressive
thrust. Lowering his head, his breath was hot in her ear as he said, “You set
me on fire, Alia. Every part of you. You’re so beautiful…so sweet.” He pulled
back, the look in his beautiful eyes as he stared down at her melting her down
to nothing but pure, raw, mind-shattering need. “And you’re mine,” he growled.
“Always mine.”


It was mesmerizing, watching the way the glow spread out from his eyes,
spilling beneath his skin, until his body was burning like a glittering, incandescent
source of light. And just as Alia had told him, her body began to change with
his, her skin turning the same mystifying shade of gold. As his skin burned
against hers, and inside her body, his massive shaft grew impossibly hotter,
thicker, intensifying the pleasure. She writhed beneath him, the sensations
surging through her like a devastating wave of pain-edged ecstasy, the ache
somehow blending with the screamingly intense pulses of pleasure until she was
crying and moaning his name, clawing at him, wanting more…and more. The deep,
rhythmic tremors of her building orgasm grew steadily stronger, his powerful
body driving into her harder…deeper, and then she exploded, the ecstasy
consuming her in a shocking, dizzying explosion of heat and white, blinding
light. Her neck arched as she screamed from the brutal, evocative waves
crashing through her, each one somehow sweeter and more perfect than the last.


As if consumed by the same violent need that burned through her, Rhys
drove himself into her body so hard that the entire bed frame slammed against
the wall, the wood cracking sharply just as his own release tore through him,
the primal roar that broke from his chest the most delicious sound she’d ever
heard. And as he spilled into her, the scorching, shocking blast of heat from
his seed pulled a deep, sensual moan from her throat.


Oh, Christ, are you okay? he growled just seconds later, panting for
air, and she wondered if he even realized that he’d spoken the words within her
mind.


I’m melting with pleasure, she silently whispered, already swept up in
another devastating climax that seemed even more powerful than the others. She
would have laughed at the breathtaking look of wonder that bloomed over his
face, but the intensity of the orgasm swept through her, and she passed out,
everything going dark and black and silent. When she finally came back, Rhys’s
body was plastered against hers, his breath warm against her ear. They stayed
like that for a long, endless moment, then finally pulled themselves from the
bed so that they could bathe together before the room’s crackling fire, in a
copper tub of water that steamed from the lingering heat in their bodies. Then
they returned to the bed, making love twice more before he wrapped her in his
strong arms and pulled her against his chest. They lay on their sides, facing
each other, sharing the same pillow…the same air as they breathed, lost in each
other’s eyes.


“Do you think there’s anyone at the Consortium we should tell about the
Markers?” she asked, tangling her legs with his.


He shook his head, pulling her closer, as if he wanted nothing more
than to absorb her into his body. “Not after what happened with Barrett.
There’s no one we can trust.”


“The danger is still out there,” she whispered, “and we still don’t
know who wants the crosses, or why. But I have an idea that might work for
keeping them safe.”


“What is it?” he asked, and she had to force herself to concentrate as
he shifted back a little to trail his fingertips over her collarbone, before
traveling lower, down the center of her chest.


“I was thinking that they should be separated, making them more
difficult to find. So we could bury them individually, scattering the locations
over as many different countries as we can,” she explained, struggling to focus
as his fingertips softly circled her navel. “Then we can find some corner of
the world that we love more than all the others, and we’ll build a home there.
One that’s filled with laughter and love and as many children as we can fit.”


He made a thick sound of excitement in his throat, then kissed her
deeply…hungrily, as if he couldn’t get enough of her taste. “You know what that
means then, don’t you?”


“What’s that?” she asked breathlessly, still buzzing from his
devastating kiss.


“If we’re going to have that many babies, then we’re going to need lots
of practice,” he murmured with a wicked smile, rolling her beneath his hard,
beautiful body. And moments later, they began to burn.


EPILOGUE 


Six months later… 


Standing at the top of a colorful, flower-covered hill, Rhys stared out
over the breathtaking landscape of the Tuscany valley below them. Twilight
touched its soft fingers to the majestic beauty of the land, painting it with
dappled shades of purple and pink, and yet it was still incomparable to that of
the woman at his side, a gentle smile curving her lips as she stared out over
the valley with him. Her slender fingers were twined with his, her delicate
form pressed close along the left side of his body, as if she couldn’t stand to
have any space between them. The thought made his pulse quicken, but then it
was still a powerful shock to his system, the fact that Alia loved him as
desperately as he loved her.


Though they’d learned so much since that harrowing night at the Wookey
Hole Caves, there were still so many questions that remained unanswered. Who
had Barrett been working for all those months ago? Why did they want the
Markers so badly? What unknown purposes did the crosses possess? And while he
and Alia didn’t have the answers, they knew, without any doubt, that they were
doing the right thing. Especially now that they’d heard fragments of a Gypsy
legend that foretold of the return of the Casus—a return that would one day
awaken the dormant Merrick bloodlines. Alia was adamant that if that time ever
came, their descendants would need a way of finding the ancient crosses, and so
they’d decided to leave maps behind that would lead to the Markers’ locations.


Now, after months of planning, they’d finally come to the picturesque
hillside to bury the first cross. Years from now, after they’d finished hiding
the others, they would return to this place and bury the maps alongside the
Dark Marker that her father had once taken to study. Alia assured him this
cross would be the first to be found, and she planned to spell the maps they
would eventually bury here to ensure their preservation. The maps would also be
encrypted with a special code that Alia’s mother had used for her most powerful
spells, making it nearly impossible to break.


“You do realize how difficult we’ll have made this for them, don’t
you?” he’d asked as they’d made their journey to Italy, thinking of the
Buchanans who might one day need to find the crosses.


Alia had given him a secret smile as she’d said, “Our bloodline is
going to be incredibly powerful. And I’ll leave them gifts. Special ones that
will help them when the time comes.”


Though it seemed an impossible feat, Rhys had no doubt that she would
be able to do just that. As her powers grew, it truly awed him, the things she
was capable of. But nothing awed him more than the way she’d transformed his
life.


Turning his head to gaze down at the precious woman who was now his
beloved wife, he murmured, “So you really think they’ll be able to find this
place?”


She smiled that secret, bewitching smile of hers as they both turned to
face each other, her hands settling on his shoulders, while he looped his arms
around her waist. “I know they will,” she told him, leaning up on her toes to
press a tender kiss against his lips. “Just as I know that you’re going to make
a wonderful father some day, Rhys.”


Her words hit him low in his body, then spread outward in a warm wave
of emotion, melting his heart. “How do you know?” he asked, his words soft with
reverence.


“Because I know your heart,” she murmured, her blue eyes shining with
happiness. “I’ve seen the light inside of you, and it’s beautiful.”


Rhys’s breath caught as he took in her expression. When she looked at
him like that, he could almost believe that she truly did see beauty within
him.


I love you, he told her, lifting his right hand to cup the side of her
face as he stroked his thumb against her soft skin.


Her face tilted a little to the side, into the palm of his hand, and
she silently said, I love you, too. So much, Rhys.


Thank you, he added, the simple words rough with emotion.


She blinked, and the corner of her mouth lifted with a questioning
smile. “For what?”


“For everything,” he said in a low voice, pulling her tight against the
front of his body. “For coming into my life. For loving me. For showing me what
it’s like to be happy.” His left hand moved between them, covering her belly,
where their children would someday grow. “For the family we’re going to have
one day. For giving me you, Alia.”


Tears slipped onto her cheeks as he kissed his way into her mouth, and
he embraced the familiar spill of fire that seared through his veins. He no
longer shunned the heat. How could he, when Alia was his bright, shining light?
When he’d first met her, she had been the endless, sunlit sky to his lonely
darkness. Then she’d made him a part of her world, and brought the warmth of
the sun to his cold existence. She had brought him laughter and love and
smiles, as well as a sweet, joyful hope for the future.


She had brought him pure, breathtaking happiness, and in return, Rhys
loved her more than any man had ever loved a woman.


He always would.


Forever. 
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