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StarMyst: Forgiven
by Mary Winter

Reid Montano promised Edwin's doctor he'd keep her secret and not reveal her sorcerer
heritage...until he found her in bed with his brother.

After fleeing her over protective father, Dr. Laura Ingress found a haven with Edwin and the
StarMyst Conclave. Though still officially a member of her father's Conclave, the two men had an
uneasy truce. But now the one man who could protect her from her father was dead, and her father's
henchmen are back in town, ready to claim her back into one of the most powerful Sorcerer
Conclaves still in existence.

Laura is going to have to trust the one man she loves to keep her safe and Reid will have to convince
her that all is forgiven.




Reid forced himself to stop several paces from her. “Your father’s men said if [ didn’t claim you, they
would. My control is hanging by a thread, baby. This isn’t the right time or the right place. And to be honest, I
probably should clear it with Te first, though I know he’ll approve. What do you want me to do, Laura?”
Asking that question had to be the hardest thing he’d ever done. He knew what he wanted to do, had known
ever since he’d seen her. Not even the remembrance of finding her in bed with his brother dimmed his ardor.
Not tonight. Not after feeling her fingers, her lips against his flesh and knowing just how fucking sweet they
could be together.

He waited for her answer. Seconds ticked by like falling stars from the sky. Laura licked her lips. He
watched the pink bud of her tongue swipe across a mouth he’'d just kissed. Her taste blossomed with a
reminder of shared passion.

In some ways, he suspected she should probably thank her father when they went to Brazos. Reid had
no doubt he’d see the man face-to-face. After all, Laura had to confront him, especially if she wanted to stay at
StarMyst. Without his overt manipulation, he and Laura might have continued dancing around their
attraction and their past.

She stepped forward. Holding out her hand, she let the lussor flare. It washed over him like rain. “I'm
yours, Reid. I've always been yours,” she whispered.

He rushed into her arms. Maybe he’d been wrong. Maybe there wouldn’t be any regrets.

Cool night air wrapped around him as he pulled her tight against him. The blanket slid to a floor in a
swish of fabric. Cupping the back of her head, Reid simply held her. He breathed in her scent, that
honeysuckle fragrance he always associated with her. The silken strands of her hair tangled around his fingers,
her curves pressed against the hard planes of his chest and legs.

His cock throbbed. Reid ignored it. Though it happened far too soon for his liking, he knew what
they’d do tonight was inevitable. It had been from the moment Laura had arrived in their small corner of
Illinois with her Texas twang and her easy smile. If Edwin were alive, he would have said it should have
happened long ago, and perhaps, Reid thought with a pang of regret, if he’d acted on his desires then maybe
Laura wouldn’t have had sex with his brother. Maybe her father’s men wouldn’t be here the day of Edwin’s
funeral to bring her back to Brazos. Edwin would have been strong enough to keep her here. The need to
make up for lost time had him cupping her cheek and tilting her face up to meet his.

“I should have done this a long time ago,” he whispered, his lips just millimeters from hers.
“Yeah, you should have. Kiss me, Reid.” She parted her lips in an invitation he couldn’t refuse.

Lights from inside the house shone through the curtains giving him just enough light to see the need
in her eyes. She pressed against him, pushing him to the edge of the porch were the moonlight slanted over
their bodies. If her father’'s men were still out there, she wanted them to see this. Reid agreed with her. Let
them watch. Let them want.

He kissed her, trying to hold back, wanting to make this last. The sweet taste of her mouth filled him
with a longing to find out if she tasted as sweet in other places as well. Entwining his fingers in her hair, he
slanted his lips across hers and deepened the kiss. His tongue traced her full, lower lip before drawing it into
his mouth and suckling gently.

Her lips parted, releasing a needy moan that wrapped around him and squeezed. With his free hand,
he skimmed her side until his fingers eventually rested on her buttocks, where he hauled her against the hard
length of his erection. She shivered in his arms.

Reluctantly, he ended the kiss. “Let’s get you inside,” he whispered. Not even looking over his
shoulder, though he felt her father’s men staring daggers into his back, he guided her over the wadded mess of
her blanket and inside the front door.
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Chapter One

“Everything happens for a reason. We may not know what those reasons are, but they're there.
The universe cycles. Life. Death. Rebirth. The old must make way for the new, no matter how painful
the process. The important thing is to forgive ourselves for our failings and move forward into the
future.”

The man who had spoken those words lay in the chrome and silver casket about to be
lowered into the Illinois soil. Laura Ingress stood a discreet distance away from Edwin’s foster
children. Jacy clung to her lover, Te, as tears ran unchecked down her cheeks. Beside her, Reid
Montano held her other arm. His brother Kade was conspicuously absent. Cord stood awkwardly on
the other side of Reid, hands shoved in his pockets.

No one else attended the funeral.

Laura bit her lip, not wanting the tears stinging her eyes to fall. As a respected sorcerer and
leader of the StarMyst Conclave, other Conclave leaders should have been here. Her father should
have been here.

Laura shivered at the thought. She glanced beyond the wrought-iron fence that marked the
border of the private cemetery to where a tan sedan was parked, her heart hammering in her chest.
The one man, who could have protected her, lay dead in the casket.

She looked at Te, the new leader of StarMyst. If she told him her problems, the reason why
she had come to Illinois to work as a doctor and Edwin’s personal physician, perhaps he could
intercede. Though she had no doubts he’d be strong enough, she didn’t want to burden to the new
leader of StarMyst. He’d have enough issues to deal with as it were.

She glanced at Reid through lowered lashes. Awareness, quickly banked, flared through her.
Of all the members of the StarMyst Conclave, she’d miss him most of all. So many regrets and none
that she could fix right now. Curling her fingers around a handkerchief, she pulled it from her
pocket and dabbed her eyes. The priest finished his decidedly generic religious ceremony and
bowed his head. The funeral had ended, leaving her with the rest of the afternoon free on a too-
sunny day. She didn’t want a free day to herself, not when the clear sky invited yard work or going
to her favorite park just outside of town and walking. On a day like today, the day of Edwin’s
funeral, she wanted clouds and rain to match her gloomy mood.

She expected a final gong or bells, something to mark the passing of the man who had once
been her protector. She heard nothing but Jacy’s hiccupping sobs and the crunching of dried grasses
beneath the expensive Italian shoes of the men coming to get her—the men her father had hired.

Jacy and Te stepped to the casket which was adorned with a spray of flowers—five red roses
for Edwin’s five foster children. Jacy fingered the ribbon that said father. Her sobs broke.

Te pulled her against his chest, tucking her head beneath his chin as if his arms alone could
protect her from the merciless world. Reid looked at them and then at her.

Regret. Sadness. Pain. It all showed there in his eyes, mirrored in her own gaze. Her one
stupid act, fueled by too much beer and too much lussor had lost her the chance with the man she
had loved—still loved. Her arms ached to wrap around him. She longed to hold him, to let him use
her shoulder to ease his sorrow. She stepped forward to do just that then stopped.

Reid had made it very clear he wanted little more to do with her. Just treat my foster father
and get the hell out of my life, he’d once snarled. And she’d done just that. Edwin was gone. She had
nothing left to do but get out of his life, out of all their lives. If the men waiting by the sedan had
their way, she’d be gone tonight.




It wasn’t supposed to end this way. But then again she wasn’t supposed to have been found
in bed with his brother either. Laura started to rub her hand over her eyes then stopped, wanting to
preserve what little makeup she had left. Hell, she’d jumped from the frying pan into the fire, and
the flames had been on slow simmer ever since she’d seen Reid Montano.

She fought the urge to walk over and comfort him. With the exception of her actions when
she’d first arrived, she had nothing about which to be ashamed. As a medical doctor, she’d worked
her ass off to save Edwin’s life. In the end, the cancer had proven stronger than the most cutting-
edge medical treatments. “I'm sorry,” she mouthed.

Reid nodded and turned away.

Waiting until the attending members of StarMyst stepped back, Laura walked toward the
casket. Her legs shook, her low heels finding every rut in the grass leading to the burial plot. Other
headstones, all of them bearing the names of sorcerers long gone, mocked her. Return to Texas, they
said. Do your duty to Brazos Conclave.

Laura rested her hand on the closed casket lid. She bent her head, not caring now if tears ran
unchecked down her cheeks. Only Edwin had kept her father from hunting her. Edwin believed
she’d had another choice. For Edwin she wouldn’t give into the men waiting by the gate. “I'm sorry.”
Seemed like she was saying that a lot now that Edwin had died.

Laura swallowed hard. She’d worked hard to keep her past buried deep inside, to make sure
Edwin had been the only one who knew. And she believed he’d taken her secrets to the grave. Her
stomach fell. The closeness of Jacy and Te reminding her what she wanted for herself. Laura had
heard enough of the arguments to know Kade had wanted to parcel Jacy off like a broodmare, like
her father had wanted to do to her. Except Kade had left, and her father had simply called her a
miserable little failure. At his words, she’d walked away. Only to fall prey to another just like him.
That Laura had allowed Kade even a single night sickened her. Now wasn’t the time to rehash the
past.

Squaring her shoulders, she stepped away from the casket.
“Are you all right?” Reid spoke the words stiffly.

Laura jumped at his sudden appearance beside her. Unable to resist and knowing it would
be her last time, she reached for him and rested her hand on the sleeve of his suit jacket. “I'll be fine.
Thank you.”

Reid flinched.

“Are you okay? This has to be difficult for you.” She didn’t know whether she spoke about
their meeting or the funeral or both.

“We'll get through this,” Reid replied.

Laura wanted to believe his “we” included her. It didn’t. He made that fact clear when he
shrugged out from her touch and stepped away. “If there’s anything you need, please don’t hesitate
to call me. I can find a home for the medical equipment, if you'd like. I'm sure it would be well
received by a low-income family.” One thing her father had given her was connections. She had no
doubt she’d be able to put the hospital bed, oxygen machine, and other assorted medical
paraphernalia to good use with a needy family. They’d welcome the generosity, and she knew Edwin
would appreciate the gesture, no matter where his soul was now.

“Probably in a few days. Jacy’s taking this hard.”

“It’s understandable. Edwin was like a father to all of us. If you need to talk...or something,
give me a call. All right?” She searched his face for some emotion, some reason other than the fact
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that she was a friend to the Conclave that he would make the offer. When she saw none, she
stepped back.

Reid stepped forward. He wrapped her in his arms, pulling her against his hard chest. For a
moment, she stiffened. Reid was actually hugging her. Then, when he didn’t release her, she gave in,
relishing the feel of his strong muscles beneath his suit coat and dress shirt, the crisp smell of his
cologne. Reid’s arms squeezed her, and for a moment, a long, luxurious moment, she leaned against
him, content to be in his arms.

He released her as quickly as he’d embraced her. “Good luck,” he whispered before turning
away. Long strides carried him back to where Jacy and Te stood.

Laura watched for several moments. She breathed deep, even breaths in an attempt to regain
her equilibrium. A brief moment of heaven, and then nothing. Back to being alone and facing her
father’s goons. Had she looked so horrible that Reid thought she needed a hug? She dabbed at her
eyes and turned her attention back to the men hovering by the wrought iron gate. Time to get this
over with. At least if she were going to be forcibly hauled back to Texas, she’d go with the memory
of Reid’s arms around her one more time.

Unless he’d hugged her because he wanted to. The thought stopped her in her tracks. She
pressed a hand to her chest as if she could stop her suddenly-racing heart. No, the images of the
Reid who just hugged her and the Reid who told her to treat his foster father and stay the hell away
from him, clashed in her mind.

She put her thoughts aside as she walked down to the gate where her father’s men waited.
They looked at her as if she were something distasteful, a runaway child in need of punishment. To
her father, she supposed she was exactly that. He never considered she was thirty years old and
more than capable of taking care of herself.

Two of her father’s hired goons stood at the end of the driveway. Though their names
escaped her, she recognized them. The one on her left, a handsome Latino man, wore his hair short.
His white dress shirt contrasted sharply with his tanned skin. His charcoal grey suit and polished
shoes were undeniably expensive. Only the best for Father’s men. The blond man next to him looked
pale next to his partner’s dark complexion. His sun-streaked hair and blue eyes made him look like a
surfer boy. His almost casual slouch against the side of the car completed the look.

“Laura,” he said. “It’s been a long time.”

“Not long enough.” She kept her answers short to the point of rudeness. The blond had once
asked her out. All he’d wanted was to date the daughter of the Brazos Conclave leader.

“Now, Laura. Is that any way to greet old friends?” the Latino stepped forward. “Surely you
remember us?” He held out his arms as if he wanted a welcoming embrace.

She kept her arms deliberately at her sides. “You work for my father. That’s all I need to
know.”

“And we're here to take you home. You've been gone far too long,” he held out his hand.
“Why don’t you come with us? We'll take you back where you belong.”

“I belong here. I'm sorry you drove all this way for nothing. Now if you'll excuse me.”

He closed his hand around Laura’s arm. His grip tightened, hard enough that through the
long sleeve of her blouse she feared he’d leave bruises.

“Let go of me,” she said, glancing behind her to see if anyone noticed. Reid appeared deep in
conversation with Jacy and Te. Cord stood beside them. No one seemed to be paying any attention
to her. Laura shook her arm. “You don’t want to cause a scene here.”




He laughed. His blond partner lounged against the car, content to simply watch the
exchange.

“What does it matter? StarMyst’s leader is dead. They're not strong enough to keep us from
taking you back where you belong. Quit playing your games, Laura. You know your father wants you
back.”

Laura yanked her arm away from his grip. The lace cuff of her shirt tore. She fingered it, not
liking that these men, her father’s men, still held the ability to harm her, even superficially.

“Who bid for my hand this time? How much is he going to sell my breeding rights for now?”
she spat. She hitched her purse higher on her shoulder, making a mental note of its contents.
Nothing she could use, though the bag might pack a wallop if she swung it upside his head. No. She
wouldn’t do anything to cause a ruckus at the funeral.

* % %

Reid fisted his hands in his pockets, restraining himself from following Laura. He frowned.
What possessed him to hug Laura like that? She looked so lost, so in need of comforting, that he’d
done what any gentleman should have done. He'd hugged her. Except his thoughts had been far
from gentlemanly.

In the instant her breasts crushed against his chest—her long legs brushing his—he
wondered what she’d do if he undid one-by-one the pins holding up that golden blonde hair,
caressed the smattering of freckles across her nose and kissed her the way he’d been wanting to ever
since he’d first seen her. Of course that'd been before he’d found her in bed with his brother.

Damn Kade! Everywhere he went he was trouble. First with Laura, then with Jacy. And now,
he was gone. He didn’t know whether the hole in his chest hurt more from Edwin’s death or his
brother’s disappearance. After Kade had attacked Jacy and he, Te had magically beaten the crap out
of him. Which was good, because if Reid had been in any condition to do so, he would have taken
care of his older brother himself. Te had forced Kade off StarMyst property, and Reid had no idea
where his brother had gone. All because Kade didn’t agree that Sorcerer women should make up
their own minds about who to love.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Laura talking to two men. One had his hand on her arm
and she didn’t look happy about it. His stomach churned. He didn’t know her past. She kept very
secretive, except for the tiniest hint of a Texas twang that still colored her voice occasionally.
Whoever these men were, she clearly didn’t want to go with them. And he’d be damned if they
caused a scene as his foster father’s funeral.

“T'll be right back,” he said to Te. The new leader of StarMyst nodded, Jacy still held firmly in
his arms.

Reid strode purposefully across the cemetery. “Is everything all right?” he said, resting his
hand on her arm in a proprietary gesture.

Laura looked at him, the worry in her eyes telling him everything wasn’t all right.

“It’s fine. Laura was just coming back with us.” Reid watched the man eye the way he was
touching Laura, a speculative gleam in his eye. He looked scarily enough like Kade when Sonora
Rising Conclave had visited and wanted to barter a marriage between Jacy and...fuck! “Laura, is
there something your father should know?”

“N-no,” she said softly, almost regretfully.




“Good. Then you can return to Texas with us. If you'll excuse us, sir, we’ll be leaving now.”

Reid didn’t like the men’s attitudes. The blond sat back, as if he expected the other Latino
gentleman to do all the work. Subordinate and boss, maybe. They looked like hired heavies. Men
like the Sonora Rising Conclave had brought with them. The faintest hint of power surrounded the
two men. Sorcerers.

“I don’t believe we’ve been introduced. Reid Montano of the StarMyst clan. If you'd like, I
can take you to meet Te Mulligan, our new leader.” He gestured behind him. “I'm sure he would like
to convey his thanks for attending our father’s funeral.”

“Reid, it’s all right,” Laura said. It was the first time he’d seen her gorgeous brown eyes
clouded with fear. His hand slipped from her arm to her waist to pull her possessively against him.
Confronted with these men, the need to claim her drummed through his veins. The lussor reared to
life. A floral scent surrounded him, one he knew he’d forever associate with the sexy doctor.

“It doesn’t look all right, Laura. I won’t have these men causing a scene. We're at a funeral
for Christ’s sake. Now, if there’s something they'd like to discuss with Te, they’re more than
welcome to at a later time. But not right now.” He spoke calmly, deliberately, a man in control of his
world.

“When could we discuss this with your leader?” the Latino man said, clearly not happy about
the situation.

If he thought he could whisk Laura away from under their noses, he had another thing
coming. “Give us a few days to mourn our loss. Let me know where you're staying and I'll have Te
contact you when we're ready.”

Laura opened her mouth and quickly closed it again.
“She’s not one of you.”

“Yes, she is. As Edwin’s physician, I consider her as much a member of StarMyst as [ am.
Since she’s here, and not with her home Conclave, perhaps even more. I believe the lady has made
her choice.” Reid inched closer to the men.

“I'd like to hear her say that.”

The blond still hadn’t spoken. Whether he didn’t think he needed to, or he preferred to let
his partner do all the talking, Reid didn’t know.

“I've made my choice. I thought my father understood that,” Laura said. She spoke in a soft,
firm voice.

“Your father doesn’t see it that way,” the blond said as he straightened from the car. He
brushed his fingers across her cheek. “Things would be so much easier if you'd just come with us.
We miss you.”

Laura started to inch away and Reid pulled her even closer. She was StarMyst, because she
helped Edwin if for no other reason. These men couldn’t have her. “If you want to take Laura back to
her Conclave against her wishes, you'll need to talk to StarMyst’s leader. That’s how it’s done. Now if
you'll excuse me, I'd like to make sure Ms. Ingress gets home safely.” Without waiting for an answer,
Reid cupped her shoulder and turned her away from the men.

They’'d walked nearly halfway across the cemetery before she spoke. “You didn’t have to do
that. I'm perfectly able of taking care of myself.”

“I know you are, but those men weren’t going to take no for an answer. At least not from
you. I know their type. I'll let everyone know I'm taking you back to your place and then we need to
talk, Laura.”
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“About what? Those men are from Brazos Conclave. You can’t fight them.”

The knowledge of the Conclave’s name rocked Reid back on his heels. He stopped, whirling
to face her. “You're a member of Brazos Conclave? Why didn’t you say something, especially when
Sonora Rising visited? Between the two of them, they control most of the south and southwest.”

“I have my reasons,” Laura retorted.

“I see. Well let’s get you home, and then I want to know everything.” Damn, he knew Laura
had been running from something, but Brazos Conclave? And Edwin hadn’t said a word. Which, if
he thought about it, was perfect Edward. Secretive when he needed to be, like in bringing Jacy back
home when he was sick. Crossing that powerful Conclave would put StarMyst in a precarious
position. With Te handling the transition as well as Jacy, Reid knew he’d have to be the one to get
the information.

“Everything?” she asked.

“Everything,” he confirmed. Stopping, he turned her to face him. Drawn to her like a
magnet, he brushed his thumb across her lower lip. They’d danced around each other ever since
she’d arrived, and then...Reid tore his thoughts away from that night. “Everything including why I
found you in bed with Kade.”

Laura gave an involuntary squeak. “You want to talk about that now?” Her eyes grew wide.
She looked around, from the sedan where the two men still waited to where Jacy, Te, and Cord
stood at the top of the hill. They caught her gaze and she gave them a nervous wave.

“If StarMyst is going to protect you from your home Conclave, a Conclave we never knew
your connections to, then it’s high time we knew everything. Don’t you think?” Reid continued
caressing her lower lip. Sparks from the simple touch jolted through his body. The lussor, the sexual
power that fed their magic, flared to life. He tamped it down, knowing it was inappropriate at a
funeral, even one filled with sorcerers. “Do you know what you do to me, Laura? What you've done
to me ever since I first saw you? I don’t know what happened between you and my brother. Hell, 'm
not sure [ want to know, but right now I can’t look at you without seeing those sheets tangled
around your long, smooth legs and knowing that you fucked my brother instead of me.” His voice
grew hard, his anger pointed. The lussor flared, responding to the emotions bursting forth within
him. It tightened around his cock, bringing it to full awareness. His skin hummed at her nearness.
Power leapt from her, dancing along her skin.

As quick as it had come, the lussor died.

“You make me lose control,” Reid admitted. “So let’s go to your place and this time, no more
secrets.” A part of him wondered if he’d be able to deal with the truth. Turning toward his family, he
knew he’d have to, because regardless of what he learned, he knew he’d recommend StarMyst
protect the doctor with everything it had. She’d cared for Edwin. No betrayal, no matter how big,
would be enough to wipe out that favor to the Conclave.

After ignoring Jacy’s questioning look and telling Te he’d ensure the doctor got home safely,
Reid drove Laura back to her small one-bedroom house. He’d always wondered why she’d never
gotten anything larger. Surely as a doctor she could have afforded a large house and now that he
knew she’d come from Brazos, he figured they'd insist on it. Maybe it was her way of rebelling
against her family. As she led him into her home decorated in shades of blue, he found it
comforting.

“Why don’t you sit down?” he suggested, steering her toward a rocking chair in the living
room. A computer table and chair sat along the other wall with a small television set nestled beside
it. “Can I get you something?”
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“A bottle of water please. Help yourself to whatever you want,” she said as she moved a quilt
and sat in the chair. She dropped her purse to the floor beside it.

“T'll be right back.” The open floor plan meant that he watched her out of the corner of his
eye as he opened the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water. Several bottles of beer sat on the bottom
shelf. He snagged one, not taking Laura for a beer drinker. At least it wasn’t his brother’s brand. His
brother always preferred pale ales to the hearty stout Reid held in his hand. It seemed the doctor
might share his taste in beer. He handed her the water. “Do you mind?”

“Not at all,” she replied.

Reid pulled out the desk chair. He sat, planting his elbows on his knees. Twisting the lid
from the beer bottle, he took a long swallow. “So, let’s start at the beginning. You're from Brazos
Conclave, and I take it those men want you to come back with them. Right?”

Laura nodded.
“Did Edwin know?”
She nodded again.

This was going to be an interesting conversation if she wasn’t going to answer him. Her
lower lip trembled, her eyes glassy. He hoped she didn’t cry. If she did, he’d have to tuck her into his
arms and comfort her. That would lead to the lussor and things they shouldn’t do the afternoon of a
funeral, even if the best way to deal with death might be to celebrate life. No. He decided to try a
different tactic. “Edwin never said anything to us. Whatever secrets you shared with him, he took to
his grave. I want to help you, Laura. [ want to know the truth.”

“Even about your brother?” She spoke softly.

“Yes, even about Kade.” After the way his brother had treated Jacy and this betrayal he

should hate him. Instead, just saying his brother’s name added to the loss Reid felt from Edwin’s
death.

“And you'll help me? Because if you do, Reid, I need you to forgive me. You have to
understand that what happened that night was a mistake, a horrible mistake that I regret every day.
[ don’t just need your help, Reid. I need your forgiveness.”

Like the woman herself, her words took his breath away. Help he could give. Forgiveness
was something completely different. As much as he wanted to give it to her, he honestly didn’t
know if he could.
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Chapter Two

Laura stared at the man sitting across from her, knowing she asked an awful lot of him.
Taking a long drink of water, she stalled for time. How could she possibly tell him about a stupid,
foolish mistake she’d made when she was drunk and hurt so badly from Reid’s rejection? Looking at
him now, she suspected it was a rejection he really didn’t mean. He hurt. She did, too. Edwin had
meant a lot to both of them. Even so, the lussor hovered in the room with them, a reminder of what
they were and how they fed their power. If all the magic in the world could have brought Edwin
back or fixed her situation, she would have given into this thing months ago. And that’s all that
night with Kade had been, the result of uncontrolled lussor.

She turned the chilly bottle of water in her hands, trying to meet Reid’s gaze. Swallowing
hard, she knew she needed to tell him the truth. Just remembering the men from Brazos waiting for
her sent shivers down her spine. Her father had sent them to fetch her, yet hadn’t seen fit to send a
representative to the funeral. The bastard.

“Brazos Conclave may be one of the strongest Conclaves in the country and my father works
hard to keep it that way. He rules with an iron fist. What he says go, and if he wants you married off
to breed more little sorcerers, well you do that too. He is obeyed. No questions asked. He opposed
my going to medical school. I finally convinced him by telling him that the sorcerer community
needed its own health care system. I'm currently working with other doctors to try and form a
network of sorcerer-friendly doctors. Edwin asked, as a personal favor, to allow me to come up here
and treat him. That was the only way my father let me leave Brazos.”

“But you arrived before Edwin got cancer,” Reid interjected.

Laura closed her eyes. This was the hardest part of the story. “I think Edwin knew what was
going to happen. Our magic works in ways that not even I understand. I've tried to stay away from
it. It’s only brought me trouble as far as I'm concerned. I put my faith in science, not sorcery.” When
she opened her eyes again, Reid looked hurt.

“You're saying he knew about this and didn’t tell us?” His voice caught, and he swallowed
hard. “Why?”

“Maybe he wanted to spare you,” Laura set her bottle down on floor. She moved across the
room, kneeling beside Reid. Taking his hand between hers, she brought it to her chest. The doctor
in her noted his cold skin, the tense set of his jaw. Reid was not a man in control of his emotions.

Reid stared at where her hands held his. “How does my brother fit into all of this?”

The moment of truth. Laura took both of Reid’s hands in hers, partially to feel the lussor that
marked them both as sorcerers, and partially for support. “It was a mistake. He was drunk. I was
stinging from your rejection, and the lussor overcame us both. What can I say? I was fresh from my
father’s influence, hundreds of miles away from Brazos and for the first time, able to do something
on my own. The man I wanted had just tossed me aside. I believe you used the phrase “rich bitch.”
When your brother came to me offering a shoulder, I took it. And when the lussor became too
much...well, I fed it. It was a moment of stupidity, and I suppose you wouldn’t believe me if I told
you that I don’t think Kade was entirely honorable in his actions.”

“Neither were you.” Reid pulled his hands from her grip. “My brother, Laura. If you knew...”

“Then why did you reject me? I came to you once, shortly after I arrived. Don’t you
remember?” Tears stung her eyes. Rejected then, and now rejected again as she bared her soul to
him. Dammit, why did Reid have this ability to get under her skin like this. “Edwin was having a
picnic, a get together to welcome me. It was just StarMyst and me. We flirted, if you remember. I
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thought you wanted me, and when I suggested we go out for dinner, you said you didn’t want
someone rich and spoiled. You wanted someone like Jacy, someone down to earth. And all I knew
how to be back then was the daughter of Brazos. You compared me to your foster sister and I fell
woefully short. Kade came and apologized for your behavior. We all make mistakes.”

Laura wished she possessed telepathy in addition to her other skills. She longed to know
what was happening inside Reid’s skull, what thoughts he was thinking. “I didn’t bring you here to
reject me twice. You know the score. Edwin’s dead. My father wants me back. There’s only one way
to keep me from returning to Brazos, and that’s to have someone from StarMyst claim me.”

She pulled away, not wanting to be close to him when he rejected her for a second time. A
tear slid over her cheek. First one, then another, until she couldn’t stop the torrent. Burying her face
in her hands, she realized the futility of her situation. She just asked the one man who would never
in a million years take her in to save her from her home Conclave. She hiccupped, and suddenly,
Reid was there.

Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her into his chest. She nestled there, aware of the
scratchy wool of his suit jacket, the crisp cotton of his shirt. If it had taken this to finally get Reid to
notice her, she didn’t know whether to be thankful or just very, very sad. And yet, a part of her
relished that she was exactly where she wanted to be—in Reid’s arms. She melted against him,
savoring the feel of his hard, muscled body against hers. She’d fantasized about this moment a
thousand times; her dreams didn’t compare to the reality. “I'm sorry,” she whispered against his
shirt, “I shouldn’t ask this of you, of any of you.”

Reid’s silence weighed on her. His hand moved in lazy strokes along her back, from the nape
of her neck down her spine and back up again. The silky material of her dress glided beneath his
touch. His fingers skimmed across the clasp on her bra. Her breath hitched in her throat.

The lussor brought a flush to her cheeks and cream to her pussy. Drawing a deep breath, she
pulled back far enough to put some space between them. Not a lot, but enough daylight so she
couldn’t feel the hard planes of his muscles against her chest and imagine how his body would feel
tangled with hers.

“Why didn’t you tell us sooner?” Reid finally asked.

Laura searched his gaze. The relief in his blue eyes made her knees weak with relief. Sinking
to the floor, she swallowed hard. “Because you made your position clear, and I would have returned
to Brazos before I took anyone else.” She knew her past actions made her sound like a hypocrite and
hoped Reid didn’t see her that way.

“You took my brother,” Reid countered.

Laura flinched. “Yes, but not permanently. You didn’t know about the times he dropped by
expecting a repeat performance. I told him no. If I wanted to use your brother to get out of my
obligations to Brazos I would have a long time ago and none of this would be an issue right now.”
She shook with tension and the need to make him understand.

“Same with Cord,” she continued, “if you want to throw him up at me, though I never slept
with him, thank goodness. There’s a reason why I haven’t done any of that.” Her gaze clashed with
his. “It’s because I want you, Reid. You're the only member of StarMyst I've ever wanted.”

She gauged his reaction. He seemed stunned by her heartfelt admission and Laura knew she
was exposing herself but she couldn’t stop. “Hell, you're the only sorcerer I've ever wanted. At least
with you, I know that whatever it is between us is because you want me and not my Conclave.” She
threw the words at him, as ashamed of her own need as she was the fact that she still kept crawling
toward him, even if he told her in no uncertain terms he didn’t want her. Spoiled princess. She sure
as hell wasn’t that now and he had to know it.

14



Rising from the floor, she backed into the rocking chair. Right now, she wanted as much
space as possible between them. Reid sat on the couch completely still. He clenched his hands
together, elbows resting on his thighs. The stony look on his face gave her no reassurance. Even if he
hated her, even if he never forgave her, she’'d told him the truth.

Her heart clenched. If she had to go back to Brazos she would...no, she couldn’t. Fresh tears
stung her eyes. Returning to her father’s Conclave would kill her, maybe not in body, but surely in
spirit. A cold chill laced its way through her bones. After leaving Brazos, who knew what her father
had in store for her? She struggled to draw air into her lungs.

“StarMyst isn’t strong enough to go against Brazos Conclave. How do I know this isn’t just a
game?” Reid asked.

“Because it isn’t.” Laura forced herself to look him in the eyes. “I'd never do that to you.”
He opened his mouth to speak but then closed it again.

“Look, what happened with your brother is in the past. If you're going to bring it up every
time we get into an argument then forget it. Just forget it.”

“I wish I could.” Reid closed his eyes as if not looking at her could block out whatever
memories filled his mind. “Every time I look at you all I can see is your lying naked in bed with my
brother. He looked at me like he’d won a prize and he did. He'd won you.”

“My body, Reid. Only my body and only for one night. Haven’t you had a night where your
lussor made you do something you regretted?”

“Yeah,” Reid growled.

An opening, however small, and she took it. “Then don’t you judge me on what happened.
Look, I won’t ask you to do anything that you don’t want to do, but if I go back to Brazos, I
guarantee you [ won’t be back to see StarMyst again. My father thinks of me as nothing more than a
broodmare. Just like Edwin chose the best stallions for his mares and only booked Jazz to the best
stock, my father wants the best sorcerer to claim me. Barefoot and pregnant doesn’t begin to explain
his views on women. I saw what happened the night your brother attacked you and Jacy. I know you
don’t want that for anyone. Not even me.”

She drew a shuddering breath, determined not to cry. “I'm nothing more than a way for him
to get more sorcerers for Brazos Conclave. And if I have baby girls, heaven help—" Her voice broke
as memories of her mother filled her mind. When her oldest child, a male, died at birth, she’d had
miscarriage after miscarriage. Until Laura. And though he never said it, her father made it clear a
woman who produced only daughters wasn't fit to be his leader. Rumor had it she had several half
brothers from her father’s many mistresses. Laura’s birth had nearly killed her mother. Her father’s
brutal tyranny had finished the job.

“Your father wouldn’t...” Reid started to speak then stopped as he saw the horror she
couldn’t keep from her face.

“He would. Not directly. My father’s too smart for that, but indirectly, he could. I don’t think
StarMyst could stand up to Brazos. But if you don’t try then you might as well kill me now.”

“No!” Reid recoiled from her words.

“Then we have to do something. I can’t go back.” Her resolve broke in a flood of tears. Too
many for today, so many her cheeks felt raw and her nose stung. Burying her face in her hands, she
cared little for her makeup. Most likely it was gone by now anyway. “I can’t go back,” she repeated.
“I really can’t.”

“And if what you said is true, I can’t let you go back,” he admitted.
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“What?” Laura couldn’t hide the surprise in her voice. She expected...well, she didn’t know
what to expect, except that she doubted Reid would take her in.

“You're right. I wouldn’t let Jacy be treated that way, and I can’t let that happen to you
either.”

Lifting her chin, she looked at him and managed to smile through her tears. “Thank you.”

* % %

Reid didn’t know what possessed him to make the offer. There was no way in hell StarMyst
could stand up to a Conclave as powerful as Brazos. Even when Edward had been alive and healthy,
they'd struggled to keep their position as an independent Conclave. All of Edwin’s foster children
had lost parents because of the Sorcerer Wars. The last thing Reid wanted was to start round two.

He had no other choice. Even if he hadn’t had feelings toward Laura, she’d been too good of
a friend to the Conclave for him to send her back. Not with the way Laura described it. A part of him
wondered if she might not have embellished what her father would do in an attempt to sway him to
her cause. Yet, she’d been fearfully honest with Edwin’s condition. She never once minced words. It
made no sense she’d do so now.

Her soft words of gratitude tore through his heart. “Don’t cry, honey,” he said.

Laura sniffed. “I can’t help it.” She dashed away tears, only to have more run down her
cheeks.

“We're all hurting,” Reid admitted as he slid off his chair. He knelt before her, pulling her
into his arms. She went willingly, burying her head against his chest. Even now, with both of them
reeling from Edwin’s death and the news she’d dropped on him, he noted how well she fit against
his frame. Her slender body nestled against him almost as if she were made for him and him alone.

He let her cry. Releasing her long enough to shrug from his suit jacket, he cupped her cheek
and pressed her against the crisp, cotton of his white dress shirt. Her hair, all honey gold, had
started to come undone from its clasp to spill across his chest. Another image, of her astride him,
her hair brushing his chest with each thrust filled his mind.

His cock hardened as the lussor pulled, an insistent demand with the knowledge that if he
were to fight the Brazos Conclave he’d need all the power he could get. Fed by sexual energy, the
lussor allowed them to access their sorcerer powers. It was their curse. It was their salvation. If
Laura felt it too, and surely she must for she was a sorcerer just like he, she gave no notice.

Reid drew deep breaths to try and steady his emotions. Edwin had taught all of them the
exercises to keep the lussor from ruling them. He knew what uncontrolled lussor did. He'd
experienced the energy flaring from Te when he’d returned to StarMyst. In fact, Reid suspected it
was that power surge that sent Kade over the edge. Not that Reid blamed Te. Not at all, for after
hearing what had happened, Reid finally understood that the new leader of the StarMyst had his
own demons with which he had to deal.

Laura wriggled deeper into his arms, which traitorously tightened their hold on her. The
depth of his need failed to surprise him. Eyes closed, he nestled his chin against the top of her head
while she sobbed quietly against him. Each cry broke his heart. She placed him in an awkward
position. The bottom line was he had to forgive her. Maybe not tonight, maybe not tomorrow, but
someday he’d have to put their past behind them and move on. Preferably sooner rather than later,
especially if they were to present a united front to the Brazos Conclave.
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Reid wanted to curse but instead, he focused only on how damn good she felt in his arms.
He longed to tilt her head back and slide his lips across her cheeks. He could drink her tears away,
lingering over her pouty lips until she moaned and thought of only how good he’d feel inside her.
The lussor flared with tempting encouragement.

Her small, competent hands fisted in the back of his shirt. The proximity of her lithe, warm
body was driving him crazy. Pressing his lips to her hair, he inhaled her unique scent. Holding her,
he felt as if it pulled him under like a riptide. His hand moved against her back. The gentle sweep
grew more insistent, the clasp of her bra tormenting him.

Her sobs quieted.

Reid hated the relief surging through his veins. Gingerly, he released his hold enough to tilt
her head back and look at her face. Even with running mascara, her nose red from crying, her eyes
puffy, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. He brushed a tear from her chin. “You
going to be okay?” he asked.

She nodded, pulling her plump, lower lip between her teeth. “I think so,” she whispered. She
pressed her fingers against a dark stain on his shirt. “I got make up on you. I'm sorry.”

He looked down and saw it not as a stain but as a mark of courage. His courage in taking her
in and protecting her from her family. “It’s just a shirt. It'll be all right.” He looked at her for a
moment knowing the longer he stayed this close to her the more likely it was he’d give into
temptation. He started to inch away.

Her fingers closed around his arm. “What do we do now?” she asked.

Give into the lussor. Have sex all night until I get this need for you out of my system. Now
wasn’t an appropriate time for any of those responses. They'd just come from a funeral. She’d cried
her eyes out against his chest. “Well we’re going to need to tell Te and I'll need to know exactly what
to expect. I suppose we're going to have to take you home.”

Her eyes grew wide. “Take me home? Back to Texas?” She inched away. “I thought you were
going to protect me from Brazos.”

Reid followed her, noting that she spoke of her home Conclave like they were a bunch of
strangers. They scooted across the floor. Not the most dignified position, but Reid was determined
to keep up with her. He didn’t want her to get away. They had to finish this discussion first.
“Eventually, yeah, you'll have to go back to Texas. If you don’t face your father, you’ll never get out
from beneath his shadow.”

Laura barked mocking laughter. “You realize, don’t you, that once my father has me in his
grasp he’s not going to let me go.”

“So what do you want me to do, Laura? If you don’t face your father, you'll never be free of
him.” Reid knew he repeated himself, but she had to see the truth.

“Would it be wrong if I said I want you to forgive me and pretend all of this never
happened?” She swallowed hard, gamely holding back her tears. A quick shake of her head, a few
blinks of those lush lashes, and she looked as if she’d never started to cry. “You're a very sweet man,
Reid. You shouldn’t have to put up with my problems. So why do you?”

“Maybe to take my mind off of my own?” He countered with a half-laugh.

Laura joined in. She reached for him, her slender fingers curving around his arm. “Would it
be so wrong if I said I just want you to hold me right now?” Without waiting for his response, she
moved into his arms.
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It was awkward with both of them on the floor, but Laura managed to snuggle against him.
Reid stretched out his leg, pulling her against his chest. He wrapped his arms around her. The lussor
rose like a tide inside him. Reid battled it down. Lowering his head, he nuzzled her hair. The sweet
fragrance of her shampoo surrounded him, made him think of removing the clip and spreading out
her hair so he could run his fingers through the strands. Reid swallowed hard.

“So what do you propose?” Laura asked after long moments.

“Well we need to get Te’s official approval for our actions. It’s just a formality. I know after
all you've done for Edwin that he’ll grant you StarMyst’s protection. Then, we’ll have to face your
father. But, I have a question for you first. When was the last time you fed the lussor, and I mean
really feed it? We both know ways of dealing with it. I'm not talking about that.” Reid asked the
question, needing to know, other than his brother, how many men she’d been with since coming
here. Maybe it was to torture himself and maybe it was just to prove there indeed was something
between them. Either way he felt her lussor reach for his, an underpinning of power like the low
thrum of a bass guitar vibrating through his body. He figured any sorcerer within five miles
probably felt it and wondered if her father’s goons lingered nearby.

“You mean had sex.” Her matter-of-fact statement jolted him. He cupped her chin, tilting
her head back so he could stare into her brown eyes. She was a medical doctor. No doubt the quasi-
clinical terms didn’t bother her in the slightest.

“Yeah,” Reid admitted, his voice husky, the images racing through his mind far from clinical.

“No one since that night with your brother. I've been, as you so gentlemanly said, dealing
with the lussor on my own since then.” Her cheeks colored.

“I see.” And he did. He imagined her lying in bed, her legs spread, fingers working along her
creamy slit. Did she have a vibrator? Something large, or was it a slim dildo? Did she prefer the
touch of her own fingers, and why, oh why, hadn’t she called him to take care of things for her? He
knew the answer. Because he’d made it clear that he didn’t want her, even when he did.

“We're going to have to remedy that you know. Not tonight, maybe in a few days when
things aren’t so raw. But I think, before we face anyone, we’ll both need to be at our best, and
feeding the lussor will help.” He tried to sound detached, as if he were the doctor and she the
patient.

“Is it really bad if I don’t want to wait?” Laura whispered.

Reid groaned. “Don’t tempt me.” His fingers slid from her chin to stroke along the line of her
jaw. He reached behind her and removed the clip from her hair. It tumbled down, falling over his
hands, and he couldn’t resist sliding his fingers through it.

“You can make me forget,” she said. “Don’t make me beg, Reid. It’s been too long, for both of
us.” Rising up, she pressed her lips to his.

The lussor flared. At one time he’d accused Te of having no control, but as her warm breath
caressed his lips, it was he who lacked control. Curling his fingers against the back of her head, he
held her in place. As soon as they touched, his mouth opened. His tongue caressed her lower lip,
coaxing her to open against him. With a tiny, needy moan she surrendered.

He leaned back against the edge of the chair, pulling her across his chest. Stretching out his
legs, he nestled her against him. His cock pounded. Surely she felt the ridge through his dress pants.

Laura wriggled against him. Her fingers curled around the collar of his shirt, and she slipped
a button free. Her fingers darted into the opening to caress him.

Her touch fired the lussor into a fever pitch. With one hand tangled in her hair, he slid the
other down the slope of her back. He cupped her rear, her buttocks a perfect handful. He squeezed.
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Laura rocked against him.

His cock jerked, so hard he ached. A button pinged off his shirt, drawing him back to
himself. “Laura, wait,” he managed to gasp. Releasing her, he caught her wrists. “Laura, stop!”

She stared at him with wide eyes. “Do you know how long it’s been since I've fed the lussor?”
she asked. He saw the war in her gaze, the need and the grief battling together to create a
maelstrom of emotions.

“Yeah, I do. And that’s why I have to leave now.” Releasing her, Reid slowly extracted himself
from the tangle of limbs on the floor. No matter how much the lussor drove him now wasn’t the
time. They’d both lost someone dear to them today. One of them had to walk away. Otherwise, both
of them would have regrets. Rising to his feet, he looked down at her. “This isn’t finished, not by a
long shot.” He stared at her for a moment longer and then walked out the door.
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Chapter Three

Stepping into the night air did little to cool the heat in his blood. Tipping his head back,
Reid closed his eyes and let the moonlight bathe his face. He still felt her inside the house, the
lussor a pounding need in his veins. It taunted him like a desert mirage. Just a little further and then
he’d find refreshment the likes of which he hadn’t known. Swallowing hard, Reid forced himself to
open his eyes and stride toward his car. He had to get back to StarMyst and tell Te what was going
on.

Two shadows stepped from the darkness. Tweedle-Dee and Tweedle-Dum. Reid stopped and
crossed his arms over his chest. His dick ached. His heart hurt. He really wasn’t in the mood to deal
with this right now.

“You sure there’s nothing going on between you and the doctor?” the blond man said. “With
lussor like that I'm surprised we haven't felt it back at Brazos.”

Reid remained silent.

“She doesn’t belong to you. You haven’t claimed her. We're not going to play these games. If
StarMyst isn’t strong enough to hold onto her that isn’t our problem. Laura is going back to Texas
tonight.” The blond stepped forward.

Reid closed his fingers around the man’s arm, stopping him. “You're not taking Laura
anywhere.” His fingers tightened.

The blond stared down at Reid’s hand. He motioned for his partner to remain where he was.
“The way I see it you have two choices. You can either let Laura return to Brazos where she belongs.
Or, you can claim her and then see if StarMyst is strong enough to keep her. Either way, I'm sure
you're going to lose.” The man smiled a cruel parody of a smile.

“If Laura had wanted to return home, she would have done it by now.” Reid glanced over his
shoulder to see if Laura noticed them. So far, the curtains remained drawn. “Look, let’s not have this
discussion in front of her house. I'm returning to StarMyst. Why don’t you follow me?” He didn’t
want to toss this into Te’s lap right now, but he had little choice.

“We don’t need to see StarMyst. We were just letting you know as a courtesy anyway. Laura
belongs to us. We're taking her home.” The blond strode forward, pushing past Reid.

Reid snagged the man’s arm. Whirling him around, Reid shoved him back toward the street.
“No, you're not. Someone we cared about very much just died. If you don’t have the decency to wait,
then I'll make you wait.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the second man stepping forward. Two
to one odds weren’t the best. But he had excess energy to burn.

“Claim her or we will.” The blond must have been under orders for he snarled at the second
man and the two of them faded into the darkness. Moments later, Laura’s front door opened.

“Reid, you okay? What'’s going on out here?” She stood on the porch, a blanket wrapped
around her shoulders. She glanced from him to where the men had been. “Don’t tell me my father’s
goons came back.”

“Okay, I won’t.” Reid stepped toward her, drawn like a moth to a flame. Looking at her, he
knew he only had one choice. Claim Laura. The lussor flared to renewed life within him. She must
have felt it for she gasped and closed her hand around the column of the porch.

“Reid?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he replied, his voice husky. He forced himself to stop several paces from her. “Your
father’s men said if I didn’t claim you, they would. My control is hanging by a thread, baby. This
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isn’t the right time or the right place. And to be honest, I probably should clear it with Te first,
though I know he’ll approve. What do you want me to do, Laura?” Asking that question had to be
the hardest thing he’d ever done. He knew what he wanted to do, had known ever since he’d seen
her. Not even the remembrance of finding her in bed with his brother dimmed his ardor. Not
tonight. Not after feeling her fingers, her lips against his flesh and knowing just how fucking sweet
they could be together.

He waited for her answer. Seconds ticked by like falling stars from the sky. Laura licked her
lips. He watched the pink bud of her tongue swipe across a mouth he’d just kissed. Her taste
blossomed with a reminder of shared passion.

In some ways, he suspected she should probably thank her father when they went to Brazos.
Reid had no doubt he’d see the man face-to-face. After all, Laura had to confront him, especially if
she wanted to stay at StarMyst. Without his overt manipulation, he and Laura might have continued
dancing around their attraction and their past.

She stepped forward. Holding out her hand, she let the lussor flare. It washed over him like
rain. “I'm yours, Reid. I've always been yours,” she whispered.

He rushed into her arms. Maybe he’d been wrong. Maybe there wouldn’t be any regrets.

Cool night air wrapped around him as he pulled her tight against him. The blanket slid to a
floor in a swish of fabric. Cupping the back of her head, Reid simply held her. He breathed in her
scent, that honeysuckle fragrance he always associated with her. The silken strands of her hair
tangled around his fingers, her curves pressed against the hard planes of his chest and legs.

His cock throbbed. Reid ignored it. Though it happened far too soon for his liking, he knew
what they’d do tonight was inevitable. It had been from the moment Laura had arrived in their
small corner of Illinois with her Texas twang and her easy smile. If Edwin were alive, he would have
said it should have happened long ago, and perhaps, Reid thought with a pang of regret, if he'd
acted on his desires then maybe Laura wouldn’t have had sex with his brother. Maybe her father’s
men wouldn’t be here the day of Edwin’s funeral to bring her back to Brazos. Edwin would have
been strong enough to keep her here. The need to make up for lost time had him cupping her cheek
and tilting her face up to meet his.

“I should have done this a long time ago,” he whispered, his lips just millimeters from hers.

“Yeah, you should have. Kiss me, Reid.” She parted her lips in an invitation he couldn’t
refuse.

Lights from inside the house shone through the curtains giving him just enough light to see
the need in her eyes. She pressed against him, pushing him to the edge of the porch were the
moonlight slanted over their bodies. If her father’s men were still out there, she wanted them to see
this. Reid agreed with her. Let them watch. Let them want.

He kissed her, trying to hold back, wanting to make this last. The sweet taste of her mouth
filled him with a longing to find out if she tasted as sweet in other places as well. Entwining his
fingers in her hair, he slanted his lips across hers and deepened the kiss. His tongue traced her full,
lower lip before drawing it into his mouth and suckling gently.

Her lips parted, releasing a needy moan that wrapped around him and squeezed. With his
free hand, he skimmed her side until his fingers eventually rested on her buttocks, where he hauled
her against the hard length of his erection. She shivered in his arms.

Reluctantly, he ended the kiss. “Let’s get you inside,” he whispered. Not even looking over
his shoulder, though he felt her father’s men staring daggers into his back, he guided her over the
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wadded mess of her blanket and inside the front door. It closed behind them with a deafening click
and her house engulfed them once more.

Laura stood there, her chest rising and falling. She stared at him, eyes wide, lips swollen
from his kisses. “I don’t want to make you do anything you don’t want to do.” Her gaze slid from his
face down the length of buttons on his white dress shirt. Briefly, she glanced beneath his belt before
twin spots of red colored her cheeks and she drew her gaze back to his face. “This probably isn’t the
best time.”

“No,” he agreed as he strode forward. “But there’s no time like the present.”

She backed away from him. Wary, or simply to lead him back into her home, he didn’t know.
Stalking her, he pinned her between his body and the counter and rested his hands against the
square corners in an attempt to keep her from ducking away. “I offered you an out. You said you
wanted me. You haven’t changed your mind, have you?” He gave a meaningful look to the door.
Even the roots of his hair ached with the need to take her. This close, her breasts brushed against
his chest with each breath and he couldn’t help but imagine what they’d be like freed to his gaze
and his touch. His nostrils flared at the need building in his veins.

And the lussor answered. It burned through him, turned his guts inside out and made him
nearly spontaneously combust. The long nights of willing it away, or taking matters into his own
hands finally took their toll. Whatever happened might not be gentle and it might not be pretty, but
it'd feed the hunger. Right now he suspected that’s all Laura wanted too, for she gave a tiny
whimper and pressed her hand into his chest.

He covered her slender fingers with his own. Releasing the counter, he reached for her dress
and unfastened it, slipping the fabric off her shoulders. Her slip came next, a whisper of silk that
pooled around her feet, leaving her dressed in a modest bra and panty set that still took his breath
away. He struggled to slow, the relish the pale flesh rising above the lace cups. “I'll try to take this
easy,” he whispered as he reached behind her to unfasten the hooks.

“That can come later,” she whispered. Her fingers fumbled as she unbuttoned his shirt. She
slid it aside, flattening her palms against his chest and stroking him from clavicle to navel. “Just
claim me, so hard and so fast my father’s men have no choice but to accept that I belong to you.”

His mind focused on those four little words. I belong to you. He cupped her ass and pulled
her against him. “Hang on, baby.” Laura tucked her head against his shoulder and he carried her
into her bedroom. Unerringly, he found it, and laid her down on the middle of her queen-sized bed.

Gently, he slipped her high heels from her feet, pausing to caress to her arches, her calves.
His hands shook as he peeled her stockings down over her thighs, past her knees, until he dropped
them on the floor and she lay naked. Her parted thighs revealed her pussy, swollen and wet for him.
Drawing her scent into his lungs, Reid forced himself to slow. This was Laura and their first time
had to be perfect.

He cupped one foot in his hand. Caressing her soft skin, he used the slow seduction as a
chance to get his raging need under control. He fluttered his fingers across her arch, the gentle
tickle making her curl her toes against his skin. Her slender ankle made him circle them with his
fingers. Feather-light caresses stroked across her muscled calves. He reached the backs of her knees
and pressed his lips to the tender flesh.

Laura shivered. She clutched the bedspread to keep from reaching for him.

Smiling against her skin, Reid tongued the erogenous zone he’d found. He sucked her skin
into his mouth, wanting her to come from his lips and nothing more. The scent of her musk drifted
to him, a heady scent full of woman and want. The plump folds of her sex beaconed to him. Not yet,
not until she screamed his name and begged to have him deep inside her.
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He released her skin to turn his attention to her other knee. Not as sensitive as the first, he
listened to her whimpers as he licked her skin. He kissed a path across the top of her thigh, avoiding
the very place she wanted him to touch. His fingers met across her hipbones, and he nuzzled her
navel.

“You taste so good. I could eat you for hours,” he whispered against her skin.

His words went straight to her clit like the brush of slick fingers. “Let me touch you,” she
begged. Uncurling her fingers from the bedspread, she speared her fingers into his hair. “Please.”

That tiny whimper was his undoing. Sliding his fingers beneath her, he reached the fastener
on her bra. She arched her back, allowing him to release it, so he could slide the lacy fabric from her
shoulders. Though he was half on-half off the bed, he rose onto his elbows to look down at her
breasts. The rounded globes drew his attention. Just looking at the prominent nipples made his
mouth water. Reverently, he reached up to caress his fingers across them.

Laura shivered. The tiny ripples darted through her body.

Reid watched, still not quite believing he was here. Rearing back, he quickly shed his
clothing. Naked, he returned to the bed, settling between Laura’s spread thighs. A part of him
wanted to move her, to make it more comfortable than lying sideways on the bed. She didn’t
complain and her ankles would be around his hips soon enough. He lowered his mouth to her left
nipple and drew it into his mouth.

Her low moan of pleasure echoed around him. Fingers tunneled into his hair to hold his lips
to her breast. Her other hand curled against his shoulder as he palmed the breast he wasn’t kissing.
So warm. So responsive. He drew her nipple deep into his mouth, grazing it with his teeth.

Laura wrapped her legs around his hips. Feeling her strong thighs gripping him, her hot cunt
brushing against his abs with each pump of her hips, stroked the lussor. They were sorcerers. This
was so much more than two people coming together in a bout of hot, sweaty sex. The energy
between them raised power, so much so, it tingled along his skin.

Releasing her nipple, he turned his attention to her other breast. Laura belonged to him.
She’d spoken the words aloud. In the world of the magician, that was as good as a brand. Surely, her
father’s goons felt it. He sure knew he did.

He shifted to the side to skim her ribs with his fingers. Laura parted her legs in invitation,
lifting her hips toward his searching fingers. He stroked her trimmed pelt, enjoying the heat and
wetness of her need. He did this. He made her hot and wet and when she came, it would be because
of him. His lips. His fingers. His cock. All him.

His fingers moved easily over her slick labia. Light strokes of his fingers had her moans
escalating. They grew higher pitched. Her hips rising and falling to draw him deeper into her body.
Not yet. He wanted her poised on the edge of satisfaction, screaming his name when she tumbled
over to the other side.

He kissed over the top of her breast, pausing to lave the sensitive place where her neck met
her shoulder. “You like that?” he hummed against her skin.

“Yes,” she sobbed.

“You want me inside you?” he taunted. Following her pounding pulse, he drew the skin over
it into his mouth and bit gently. “You want me to fuck you?” He swirled his finger around her
engorged clitoris. Mouthing her skin, he raised a hickey on her neck. There—his—for everyone to
see including her father’s thugs. He drew her earlobe into his mouth and sucked.
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“Reid,” she shrieked. The tiny flutters he felt in her pussy grew in strength and number until
she came apart in his arms and her body trembled against him. Her cries turned to wordless sounds
of pleasure. Her cream flowed over his fingers and his cock ached to be inside her tight channel,
feeling her muscles tighten around his rod.

“Yeah, sweetheart. That’s it. Come for me.” He rocked his hips against her. A surge of
masculine pride made him painfully erect. Dipping his fingers into her, he thrust through her
orgasm.

Her fingers curled into his shoulder hard enough to leave tiny red marks from her nails. The
lussor wrapped them in a warm cocoon. Energy crackled along his skin. Forcing his eyes open, he
watched it surround them like an aura. Pale blue light raced between his body and hers, wrapping
them in steel-like bands of power. For better or worse, they had been joined by the power. Brazos
couldn’t claim Laura. Not now or ever.

She shuddered to completion, her panting breaths the only noise in the room. Reid moved
between her thighs. He nestled his hips against hers. Her softness cushioned his erection, her body
soft and pliant beneath his. Dipping his head, he brushed his lips across hers. The feather-light
caresses turned into a deeper kiss. His tongue traced the seal of her mouth, delving inside.

God, he wanted this woman. His body burned with the need to be inside her. Plunging his
tongue into her mouth, he claimed her. A shift of his hips brushed the head of his cock against her
curls. He hovered there for a moment, her warmth, her softness drawing him past her folds. He
nudged her clit with the tip, loving the whimpering moans he swallowed.

The lussor flared around them. To someone with magical senses, he suspected that they
were lit up like flares. Never had it been so hot like this. But never had he made love to another
sorcerer before either.

“Reid, please,” Laura whispered as the need for air parted their mouths. “I need you inside

Her words proved his undoing. A subtle movement had him poised at her entrance.
Thrusting his hips, he buried himself to the hilt. He savored the sensation of her muscles clamping
around him. His balls hung full and heavy against her, the muscles in his arms bunched from
supporting his weight off of her. Looking down at her, he drank in the sight of her eyelashes fanned
against her cheeks, her kiss-swollen lips parted in silent invitation.

Laura wrapped her legs around him. Her tiny heels dug into his buttocks, her fingers curled
into his shoulders. Tiny movements of her hips took him even deeper. She was so tight, so wet, he
breathed deeply to regain some semblance of control. Slowly, he pulled out. She gripped him,
making him want to sink inside her and never leave. He hovered at her opening then surged forward
once more.

Energy filled him. Even with his eyes closed, he sensed the lussor wrapping around them,
tying them together. It was deeper than a marriage vow, far more profound than any declarations of
love. Like lost pieces of a puzzle coming together, they fit. Perfectly.

Laura. Laura. Laura. He chanted her name with each stroke. In this moment, the past didn’t
exist. Only the two of them, coming together, joining as sorcerers were meant to join. He thrust
harder, faster, feeling her explode beneath him. Reaching down, he splayed his hands across her
buttocks, pulling her even closer to him.

Her primal scream of pleasure echoed around him as she exploded in his arms. Over and
over again her cunt milked him, the contracting muscles massaging his shaft. Reid claimed her lips.
He held himself at the precipice, his need for release humming in his veins like the energy. One final
plunge of his hips and Laura exploded around him. He came like a freight train, so hard and fast he
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felt as if he’d been turned inside out. His guttural shout echoed around him. His seed pumped from
his shaft, filling her with his warmth and life.

And still, he was hard. He rested on her a moment before quickly levering his weight off of
her. His cock was buried deep inside her, his erection barely softened. A fine sheen of sweat covered
them. The smell of sex hung redolent in the room. Reid looked down at Laura, watching her breasts
rise and fall with her panting breaths, and grinned like a madman.

Slowly Laura opened her eyes. She blinked, almost as if she didn’t believe this had happened.
A wicked grin spread over her lips. Hitching her legs higher on his hips, she wriggled beneath him.
She traced a path between his pectorals, her fingers making patterns in the swirls of chest hair she
found there. “You're still hard,” she breathed, eyes wide with wonder. Lifting her hips, she
punctuated her point with a short thrust.

Inside her, his cock swelled to full life once more. “You make me hard.” He lowered himself
onto her then grabbing her ass, rolled on the bed so she straddled him.

Laura sat up, her palms braced on his chest. “Is that so?” She rocked against him. When he
grabbed her hips and joined them even more intimately, she thrust again.

He let her set the pace this time, the lussor a dull throb instead of the blazing need. As she
rocked them both to ecstasy once more, he couldn’t help but marvel at her beauty. After all this
time, they both were finally where they wanted to be.

But as he watched her, a niggling doubt hung in the back of his mind. He tried to lose
himself in the motion, but with the initial rush of lust spent, he had to wonder. Had she done this
with his brother?

Reid forced his attention on Laura, on the rise and fall of her body. Her breasts hung before
him like twin globes, and he reached up to palm them. From the little noises she made, she enjoyed
herself. Soon, her cries filled the room as she came again. He watched her tumble from the peak,
eyes half-lidded, breathy little sighs surrounding him. Pumping into her, he lost himself on the flow
of pleasure through his body. Balls tightening once more, he spilled himself into her as he came in
tiny ripples rather than a pounding torrent.

Leaning forward, Laura nestled against his chest, her ear pressed against his heart. Surely,
she heard its pounding. And surely, she realized what this meant for both of them. In the morning,
he had to go to Te and explain what had happened. Then, the real fight for Laura would begin. But
for now, he wanted to enjoy the moment. He feared it wouldn’t last.

Laura snuggled contentedly against him, already drifting off to sleep. He watched her, and
he knew, in spite of their past, in spite of the bitterness he felt toward his brother, he’d fight for her.
And damn anyone who got in his way.
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Chapter Four

Laura’s mouth went dry as she ascended the stairs to the front porch of the StarMyst house.
She clenched her fingers, not wanting to wipe her palms on her jeans. Next to her, Reid had gone
silent the closer they’d come to his home, and outside of the heavy falls of his boots against the
worn boards, he made no sound. She glanced at him, wondering if he were as nervous as she.

He didn’t knock. Instead, he opened the door and held it so she could enter. “I bet everyone
is in the kitchen.”

The restrained words were a far cry from the man who had made love to her so exquisitely
last night. Her lussor flared, sated, yet still interested. She tamped it down, not wanting to be so
obvious inside his house. At one time she’d worked in these rooms, an angel of hope and mercy.
Now she returned, and it was she who needed the help, not Edwin and his family.

As she stepped inside, the smell of a home cooked breakfast filled the air. Ham and eggs,
bacon and sausage, her stomach rumbled with the scents. The bitter scent of coffee reminded her
that she and Reid had dressed and come over here as soon as they’d awakened. He’d made a passing
joke about Te feeding them, but she never expected a spread like this.

She waited for Reid to close the door behind them. With his hand on her back, he propelled
her forward into the kitchen.

“Figured you'd show up when we decided to eat,” Te said to his younger foster brother. He
turned and looked at Laura. His eyes widened, a hint of a smile crossed his lips. “Laura, what a nice
surprise. Come on in and sit down. If I know Reid, he hasn’t fed you.”

Jacy rose to her feet, quickly heaping up a plate and setting it before an empty chair. “Here
you go. We'll let Reid get his own.”

Reid grumbled, but she could tell the joking camaraderie was commonplace around this
table. He filled a plate and sat down beside her, a little too close for them to be just friends. Jacy and
Te were both sorcerers. Certainly they could feel the lussor sparking between them. If they did, they
kindly said nothing.

“Thanks,” Laura replied. She dug into her food, the activities of the prior night reminding
her she never did get supper. Soon, the plate was empty, and she found Te and Jacy watching her
and Reid with expectant looks on their faces. She battled a heated flush that threatened to creep
into her cheeks.

“Well that tells me what I need to know,” Jacy said. “This is about those guys hanging out at
Edwin’s funeral, isn’t it?” She scooted closer to Te, almost as if she needed his support. Dark circles
showed under the other woman’s puffy eyes, a testament to her grief.

Te reached for Jacy under the table. “I think Reid has a story to tell us.”

“Actually, it’s Laura’s story,” Reid said, giving her thigh a squeeze. “Where’s Cord? This
affects him too.”

“He left for a rodeo. Don’t know when he’ll be back,” Te replied.
“And Kade hasn’t returned yet?” Reid asked.

Laura ached at the sadness in Reid’s voice. She’d witnessed the trouble his older brother had
caused for StarMyst, had even ordered the boys not to fight in the house while Edwin was ill. That
had been the fateful night when Kade had left. She slid her hand over Reid’s.

Reid glanced at her and smiled, though the expression didn’t quite reach his eyes. He tried
to fathom what must be going through her mind. Not only was she dealing with Edwin’s loss, but

26



also worrying about her father’s actions. Reid tried to compare the two. Not only had he lost his
foster father, but also his brother.

Te shook his head. No words were necessary.

Reid squeezed his eyes closed. When he opened them again, there were no signs of his loss.
“Laura needs our help. I'll let her tell the details about it, but I think it’s something Edwin would
have wanted us to do.”

She nodded, trying not to be hurt that he hadn’t said that he wanted to help her. His actions
said that he did, even if his words didn’t. After all, he’d fought off her father’s heavies and then
they’d raised the lussor. She focused on the two people sitting across the table from her, the two
people she would call her closest friends in the world. Taking a deep breath, she wrapped the
memories of Edwin’s caring around her and began to speak.

“Edwin offered me sanctuary from my home conclave, Brazos Conclave, when I arrived.”
Jacy gasped.
Te squeezed his lover’s hand.

“Now that Edwin is gone, my father wants me back by any means necessary. I can’t go back. I
hate to bring this to your doorstep, especially at a time like this. But my father has his own view of
female sorcerers. We're to breed more sorcerers, preferably with males of whose lineage and powers
he approves. That I'm here, and not under his control, makes it all the more important that my
father get me back and get me bred off. My mother never gave my father any sons. Until I produce
those sons...” Her voice cracked. She took deep breaths.

Reid wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

“I'm sorry.” She dragged air into her lungs and dashed away the hints of tears. “I've got to be
strong to face my father. I have no right to drag StarMyst into this. | have no idea what my father
would do to any Conclave who tries to keep me from him, but it won’t be good. When Edwin was
alive, he’d been strong enough to keep my father away. As he got sicker...there had been some sort
of gentleman’s agreement between them, I think. I believe my father honestly thought once Edwin
was gone that I'd come back without a fuss. He was wrong. He was completely wrong.” She sighed
and resisted the urge to lean into Reid’s strength. If she wanted StarMyst to back her, she had to
appear strong enough to defy her father.

“I see,” Te said.
Silence fell over the room.

Jacy’s chair scraped across the floor as she stood and started putting away the remnants of
breakfast.

Laura watched the other woman, uncertain how to take her silence. Of course Te ran
StarMyst now, though Laura thought she and Jacy had grown close over the course of Edwin’s
illness. Then again, there was that pesky night she’d slept with Kade. A stupid, foolish decision, one
she had regretted the instant it had happened. Could it be that Reid had told Jacy and she disliked
Laura because of the strife she’d brought to StarMyst? Did she hate that Laura couldn’t save Edwin?
Laura wished she could read minds, though she feared what she’d find.

“StarMyst will support you. I know there’s a history between you and my foster brothers and
that’s something you’ll have to work out for yourselves. What I do know is you fought to save Edwin
and when we realized this wasn’t a battle you could win, you made him as comfortable as possible to
the end. Let me make some phone calls. See what kind of support I can muster among the other
Conclaves.” Te didn’t look hopeful.
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“Thank you. Do you think the other Conclaves will support us? My father is a very powerful
man.” Laura asked. For the first time since seeing her father’s goons lurking at the edges of Edwin’s
funeral, she held hope. Reid sat beside her, his strength unwavering. The leader of his Conclave had
agreed to help her.

“Sonora Rising probably won’t. They were trying for a take-over bid when Edwin was sick.
Sacred Forest might. They're not that far away and have connections to Chicago’s main conclave.
Appalachian Mountain usually keeps to itself. Everglades Heart could help.” Te shrugged. “Then
again, they all should have sent representatives to Edwin’s funeral. Their silence may speak louder
than anything they may say on the phone. What do you think, Jacy? Edwin kept you more in the
loop than he did me.”

Jacy turned from the sink and wiped her hands on a dish towel. She swallowed hard. “I don’t
know. You're right about all those Conclaves and more. We should have a full house, more sorcerers
than we know what to do with. It’s just us four. I think that’s all it’s going to be for this fight.” Jacy
crossed the few steps to the table and clutched the back of the chair. “I don’t know what happened
in the past and I tried to forget it because you helped Edwin so much and neither Reid nor Kade
mentioned it. Seeing him beside you, he looks happier than I've seen him in a long time. Whatever
we need to do, Laura, we'll do it.” She rested her hand on Te’s shoulder, a show of strength from
StarMyst’s leaders.

Laura blinked back the sting of relieved tears. “Thank you. And you're right. All those
Conclaves should have been here. Don’t call anyone, not yet. We don’t want them to go to my father
and alert him that something’s going on. I think we need to go to Brazos.” The moment the words
left her mouth she knew they were the right decision.

Reid looked startled, but not as much as Te and Jacy.
“If you go and your father decides to keep you there—" Jacy started.

“I know,” Laura confirmed, cutting off what Jacy was about to say. She refused to say it
aloud. If they failed, her father was within his rights to keep her at the Conclave and there was
nothing anyone could do about it. Unless...

Laura breathed deeply. She couldn’t force this on Reid. Whatever happened had to be his
decision, except, there might be one way to bind her to StarMyst forever.

“If I return to Brazos and bring Reid with me, at least then my father will see that I'm joining
with another sorcerer. No, it’s not the one he wants me to join with. But maybe, just maybe, at this
stage of the game, my father will be happy to learn that I'm joining with any sorcerer and using
Brazos law to do so. It’s a long shot, and I won'’t force anyone into a decision, but I think it’s the
only chance we got.”

Reid sat stony beside her.

Laura willed him to understand, to see she wasn’t trying to force a decision on him. I know I
slept with your brother. I know you may not have forgiven me for that, but you said you'd do anything
to help me. This is my chance, our chance. When he said nothing, she reached across the table and
laid her hand on his arm.

Reid flinched.

Jacy and Te looked between them.

“And if that doesn’t work?” Te asked.

“Then I'm stuck at Brazos and Reid can return here if he wants.”

“Sounds like you're making decisions for Reid. I'd like to hear what he has to say,” Te said.
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“I don’t know what to say. If that’s what it takes, that’s what it takes.” Reid sounded resigned,
not the way she wanted him. But what choice did they have?

“You don’t sound happy about it,” Jacy said with a pointed glance at Laura. “You know we’ll
support you, but we want you to be happy.”

“If I don’t go down there, you both know what will happen. Brazos will send those men back,
maybe more. There’ll be a sorcerer pissing match the likes of which probably hasn’t been seen since
the wars. I don’t want to involve StarMyst in that. As much as I love StarMyst, we’re not strong
enough to face that. And if we lose, Brazos would be well within its rights to take us over. And
StarMyst would cease to exist. The horses, the barns, our stallion Jazz, everything would just be
gone.” Reid turned to Laura. The fatalism she saw in his eyes scared her. A cold, dark emotion
completely at odds with the man with whom she’d had sex last night. “I'll do it.”

“If that’s what you want,” Jacy said.

“It’s what I want.” Reid shoved back his chair. “It’ll take me a minute to pack.” Before anyone
could answer, he left, his footfalls heavy on the stairs.

Laura sat there in stunned silence.

“You know, if you hurt him, whatever your father will do to you will pale compared to what
I'll do to you,” Jacy said, her voice ice-cold. “He’s putting his neck out for you. I hope you
understand what that means.”

Laura held Jacy’s gaze. “I do,” she said, and knew once she reached her father’s those words
would have a completely different meaning.

* % %

Reid stormed upstairs, trying hard not to be upset at Laura’s declaration. She had a point.
Going to her father gave them the stronger position. Though if he denied her request, there was a
good chance he’d bring the wrath of Brazos down on StarMyst. Then once again, Laura would hurt
them, just like her actions with his brother hurt him so long ago.

He grabbed his suitcase out of his closet, throwing in clothing. Most of his wardrobe was
jeans, boots and shirts. A garment bag held his best suit, and he threw it on the bed too. If they were
going to face Brazos, he needed to look his best.

Though neither of them said it, there was one way to join together: a bonding ceremony.
Under other circumstances, he would have been overjoyed to be contemplating asking her. He
could see it now, the two of them, deeply in love. Him on his knees asking her to bond with him.
Jacy and Te hadn’t gone through the ceremony yet, and he hadn’t pressed his fellow Conclave
members as to the reason why. He zipped closed the suitcase. Some things, he supposed he was
better off not knowing. And maybe that’s why neither he, nor Laura, had suggested a Bonding
ceremony.

For some reason, the thought of venturing deep into Brazos territory didn’t bother him.
While he may not be a great sorcerer, he wasn’t without power. The lussor hummed. With Laura by
his side, he had no doubts he could feed it.

Slinging the garment bag over his shoulder, he carried it and his suitcase downstairs.
“Ready?” he called to the kitchen.
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Chairs scraped. Laura, followed by Jacy and Te stepped into the foyer. She glanced from him
to his bags, the first signs of hesitation showing in her eyes. Too late for that, sweetheart.

“I need to pack and then we can head out,” she said, the bold tone in her voice at odds with
the wary look in her eyes.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to make those phone calls?” Te laid a hand on her shoulder.
Jacy hovered nearby, concern etched into her features. “I can see what we can do. I hate the thought
of you going in there all alone.”

Jealousy blurred his vision and turned it red. The lussor flared, a harsh snap of energy that
pulled Jacy’s gaze to him. He stared at where Te touched Laura’s arm. A friendly gesture, one from a
Conclave leader to someone who would be joining the Conclave, there was nothing intimate about
it. And yet, the sight of the other man’s hand on Laura’s arm incensed him.

“She’ll be fine,” Reid stepped forward with a pointed stare at Te’s hand. “T'll take care of her.”

“Reid’s right. I'll be fine. 'm going back home, and then I'm coming back here, to my real
family.”

Te looked dubious. “If you need anything, you know where we are, and I'm sure Reid will
take good care of you.”

Laura followed Te’s attention to him and the hope in her eyes nearly made his heart break.
Whatever she was doing, whatever machinations to get free from her father’s influence, she really
trusted him. Such trust punched him in the gut with a right-hook he didn’t see coming.

“Yeah, I will,” he stumbled out then picked up his suitcase before he could say or do
something stupid. His head reeled. Not only from the trust Laura had placed in him, but also from
the stab of jealousy. Te loved Jacy for Christ’s sake. He had no more designs on Laura than he did on
Cord. He sensed her presence behind him as he led her back to the car.

By the time he put his suitcase in the car, Laura had already slid into the passenger seat. It
took him only a few moments to slip behind the wheel and pull out of the driveway. The minutes
spent driving back to Laura’s place passed in silence. He glanced at the clock. Late afternoon. If she
intended him to drive for Texas this evening, they'd be getting a late start. He frowned.

“Everything okay?” she asked as he pulled into the driveway.

Truth time. “Not exactly,” he replied, immediately regretting his words as a shocked
expression descended over her features.

“What do you mean ‘not exactly’, Reid?” Her voice wavered and he hated himself for causing
it.

His stomach rolled. She’d been the one to sleep with his brother. Sure, he’d thought he was
over that. Hell, he’d slept with her. Had sex, there was no sleeping involved whatsoever. Mind-

blowing, ball-tightening, cock-hardening sex. Even with all of that, he realized, deep in his heart, he
hadn’t forgiven her yet.

He turned the key and the engine died.

Kind of like his hopes about there being an easy resolution to this. “You seem to have all the
decisions made in this, Laura. You've done a lot for Edwin, probably kept him alive a lot longer than
he would have on his own. StarMyst owes you for that. But you brought this problem to our door
step.” He took a deep breath and dragged his fingers through his hair. The crestfallen look on her
face tore at his heart.
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Sitting this close to her, in the confines of the car made him painfully aware of her. The rise
and fall of her breasts drew his attention. Her lips parted. Her tongue darted out to lick her lips, and
all he could think about was tilting her head toward him and kissing the frown off her face.

Focus man, focus. Reid dragged a ragged breath into his lungs. He curled his fingers around
the door handle. “Look, let’s talk about this inside.” He opened the door.

Laura frowned. She stepped out, and he could kick himself for bringing this up now. An
image of her lying beneath his brother filled his mind. Drawing a deep breath, he helped her inside.

“If there was any way I could make this better, [ would,” Laura said, her voice quiet.
Reid stopped.

He looked at her, standing just inside her door. His bags were in the car. It was implied that
he would be staying the night here. Could he do that and not let the lussor take over? Drawing a
deep breath, he stepped forward.

“Look. I'm sorry. I promised I'd take care of you and I will, regardless of what happened in
the past.” He braced his hand against the door, pinning her there. Dipping his head, he forced her
gaze to his face. “I won’t say 'm completely comfortable with this, but I'll do it.” He resigned
himself. For Edwin, if not for himself. He wasn’t quite ready yet to give into his own emotions. He
cared for her. Deep down, he may not have quite forgiven her yet, but he cared. Damn, did he care.

He swallowed hard. Even now, his feelings swirling like a tornado across the Illinois
landscape, he wanted her. The lussor pulsed between them, hardening his cock. His breathing
became ragged. His fingers curled with the need to touch her.

“Reid,” Laura whispered.
“Yes?” He rested his forehead against hers, his body humming with anticipation.
“If you don’t want to do this, you don’t have to. [ won’t make you.”

The fight drained out of him. Her simple admission, her concern for his well-being, no
matter what might have happened in the past, touched him. This was difficult for all of them. He
had to remember that. Not put his own feelings aside. No, he’d have to deal with them. “Honey, you
can’t make me do anything I don’t want to do,” he drawled.

Her relief was palpable. She sagged against him, her arms coming up to circle around his
torso. She rested her cheek against his chest, snuggling up to him. “Thank you. Thank you.” She
hugged him tight.

Reid looked down at the top of her head. Still dressed in his coat, his dick throbbing, he
shouldn’t be doing this. He should peel her fingers away and step back—now—before something
happened that they’'d both regret. He'd fucked her last night. Would do so again in a heartbeat,
unless he stepped away.

So why wasn’t he moving?

Laura whimpered and burrowed deeper into his warmth. Reluctantly, slowly, he wrapped an
arm around her back, holding her to him. Get away. Don’t do this. His emotions were confused
enough without adding sex to it. And yet, the lussor crackled between them, a draw neither one
could resist.

Move damn you. Step away from the woman. He remained frozen, his feet firmly on the
ground. His hand slid up and down her spine. Even through her bulky coat, her slender figure called
to him. He reached between them and lowered the zipper. It parted with a hiss of metal teeth, the
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sweater beneath thick and inviting. He stroked the soft fabric, fingers just barely brushing the
undersides of her breasts.

She drew a quick breath.

Widening his stance, he let his hand slide down to her buttocks and then brought her flush
against him. His own coat was in the way, as was hers. Sliding his hand to her shoulders, he shoved
her coat down. She released her arms long enough for the garment to slide to the floor.

The point of no return. “If I go with you,” Reid said, his voice rough with desire, “it’s going to
be for real. This isn’t a show just to free you from your father.”

4

“I know,’
wanted it...”

she answered in a breathy voice. “I want that, Reid. If you knew how much I

Her words trailed off as he captured her wrist with his fingers. Flattening her palm on his
chest, he slid it lower, down past the button at the waistband of his jeans until he curled her fingers
against his hard shaft. “When it’s just you and me, [ want it too,” he admitted.

Laura smiled the soft, sensual smile of a woman about to be well-loved. Curling her fingers
tighter, she stroked him through the denim. Back and forth. Up and down. Her lips parted, the
plump lower one calling him so he dipped his head and captured it. Sucking on her lower lip, he
drew it into his mouth.

Her tiny moan wrapped around his cock and squeezed. Legs tangling, he pressed her against
the door. He released her only to claim her mouth, his tongue delving past her parted lips. She
tasted like a home cooked breakfast, warm and welcoming. Te. Jacy. The Conclaves. None of it
mattered at the moment so long as he had her body pressed against his and the lussor sparking with
promise between them. Yeah, he’d be staying the night, because he wouldn’t let them leave for
Brazos until he’d taken her over and over again. Then, she’d truly know what it meant to be his.
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Chapter Five

For a moment in the car, Laura had thought she’d lost him. But here, with his mouth
devouring hers, his hand pressing her palm to his denim-clad erection, she knew, at least when it
came to sex, they were on the same page. Her father’s Conclave was something completely different.
Right now, Brazos didn’t matter. Nothing did, except the feel of Reid’s hands on her sweater and the
lussor burning her up from the inside out.

Reid tugged on her shirt. His warm fingers slid beneath to caress her skin. She shuddered,
the pleasure going straight to her veins. It had always been like this with Reid. Just one look, a hint
that there might be something more, and her pussy dampened. With every touch, her clit throbbed.
Her nipples rasped against the lace of her bra. Beneath her palm, he throbbed. That tightness, that
wanting, it filled every inch of her body. Take her hands away to pull off her sweater or keep
touching him. The delicious dilemma made her writhe in his arms. She made little mewling noises
against his mouth.

His fingers found the front clasp of her bra and flicked it open. Her breasts spilled into his
palm. Lifting his mouth from hers, he tugged at her sweater with his free hand. “Let me see you,” he
said. His deep voice massaged already aroused nerve endings.

Her breath caught in her throat. Looking into his blue eyes was like falling into the ocean.
The hunger, the heat she saw there made her folds slick. Giving his cock a squeeze, she grabbed the
hem and pulled her sweater over her head. She dropped it to the floor beside them. Her bra joined
it.

Reid dipped his head to her breasts. He nuzzled her flesh, both palms reaching up to cup the
rounded globes. Using his thumbs, he caressed her nipples into tight beads. Open mouth kisses
branded her skin.

Laura threaded her fingers through his wavy, light brown hair. The sun-kissed strands
matched his tanned skin. Her own bronze god. Tilting her head back against the door, she sighed as
his warm mouth closed around her left nipple.

Flicks of his tongue drove her mad. She rocked her hips in a futile attempt to get closer to
him. He devoured her. Each tug against her nipple created an answering pull deep inside her. The
graze of his teeth, a roughness that contrasted with his gentleness.

This was the Reid she wanted. No holds barred, nothing except him, her, and the lussor
sating itself with their passion. She clutched at his coat, managing to slide it off his shoulders. His
shirt came next, her tugs at the buttons, popping one then two. They pinged to the floor.

Reid released her nipple. “Laura,” he moaned. “We should...the bedroom.”

“Here.” She demanded, using the little space he gave her to unfasten her jeans. She toed off
her shoes then shoved denim and cotton down her legs.

Reid gasped and moved back enough to allow her to strip. He watched. A summer storm
raged in his darkening eyes. Like the clouds rolling in on a humid day, the weather was about to
break, and she’d enjoy every minute of it. He tore off his shirt then unfastened his belt and let jeans
and briefs pool around his knees.

“My boots, damn,” he snarled as he jerked them off and stepped out of his clothing. He stood
before her, gloriously naked.

Laura’s mouth went dry. She’d fucked him, had him before, and yet, barely inside her front
door, her back close enough to feel the chill radiating from it, made things seem more urgent.
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Reid stepped forward. He reached behind her cupping her ass, as if aware of the door as he
sank to his knees.

“Spread your legs, honey,” he whispered.

She complied, watching his tawny head come level with her pussy. He blew a puff of warm
breath across her damp curls. She spread her legs wider.

“Put your hands on my shoulders.”

She followed his orders. Beneath her palms, his muscles bunched. She leaned into him, his
strength, his warmth.

He snaked his tongue along her labia.

Laura gasped, that first tremulous touch as fresh and new as it had been yesterday.
Spreading her legs wider, she tilted her hips in silent invitation.

Reid smiled against her. His tongue continued its leisurely caresses along her folds,
occasionally dipping inside to brush across her clit.

Laura dug her fingers into his shoulders. The need to lift her legs and wrap her thighs
around his head had her shifting her weight onto the balls of her feet. God, his mouth was like
heaven, mobile lips and tongue stroking her in all the right places. He ate her like she ate rocky road
ice cream, savoring every single lick. Her whimpers escalated into full-out moans.

“Please,” she begged. “I need you inside me.”

Reid continued his leisurely caresses of her clitoris. He swirled his tongue around it then
wrapped his lips around the swollen bud and drew it into his mouth. He stroked the organ with
long, licks, each one driving her closer to orgasm.

Her channel tightened. Would it always be like this, the hot and heavy need between them?
The lussor sparked, going from a dull roar to a full-out scream. In all the times they’d had sex the
last few days, she expected it to be sated. It wasn’t, and oh how she needed.

He speared her with his tongue.

Laura cried out. Eyes squeezed closed, she rode the pulses of sensation as her release neared.
In tune with the thrusting of his tongue and the rising lussor, her body tightened with anticipation.
Almost. There.

He thrust into her once more.

“Reid,” she screamed his name. Her orgasm hit hard enough to make spots swim in front of
her eyes. Bent over, she clung to Reid, her nails leaving tiny furrows in his shoulders. Between her
legs, his mouth stilled.

Her ragged breaths echoed around her. The cold door against her back forgotten, she
watched as he pulled back. Her juices glistened on his lips and chin, and she hungered to taste
herself on his mouth.

He eased her feet to the ground, standing in the process. With his hands just beneath her
buttocks, he lifted her once more. “Wrap your legs around my hips, babe.” His cock brushed against
her soft folds.

Laura moaned. She followed his instructions, locking her ankles around his lower back. His
tip slid between her labia, and with a single thrust of his hips, he buried himself deep inside her.

“Oh yeah,” Reid growled. One step backed her against the door. He claimed her mouth,
plunging his tongue inside.
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She tasted herself on his lips, tart and salty. Pumping her hips, she clung to him, certain he
couldn’t get deep enough to sate her body and her soul. Their tongues danced, mated, and each
thrust of his hips drove her higher. She whimpered against his mouth. Flesh slid against flesh, the
sounds of sex mingling with their panting breaths. She wanted it to be just like this. All the time.

Her fingers flexed. Her channel tightened. Please. Please. Her mental chant never quite
made it to her lips. Her throat tightened, and she forced herself to open her eyes as Reid pulled his
lips from hers. The need to watch him burned in her veins. With his eyes closed, his head tilted
back, the cords stood out in his neck. The tight press of his lips, the determination etched into his
features, all of it added to her pleasure.

He wanted her. He was fucking her. And right now, that simple knowledge made her past
wrongs fade away. He promised to stand by her as she fought her family. That, and his passion for
her, was all that counted. She’d do whatever it took to make sure he never regretted that decision.

She trailed kisses along his throat. She nipped at his shoulder, and he plunged into her hard
enough to rattle the front door on its hinges. The head of his cock brushed against her cervix, and
she whimpered at the added pleasure. He found the space up next to it, high and deep inside, that
always drove her crazy. Grinding her hips against his, she worked him deeper, her pussy tightening
around his like a fist.

With a ragged groan, Reid stiffened. His cock jerked inside her, and he came. The warm
splash of his seed triggered her own orgasm, and she exploded around him. Eyes closed, forehead
buried against his shoulder, she tried to find purchase as her release sent her spiraling out of
control. Reid. He filled her senses, his musky aroma deep in her lungs, the taste of her juices still on
her lips. With his cock buried inside her, she realized that she’d gotten far deeper in this than she’d
planned.

Tiny aftershocks darted the length of her channel. With his hands still on her ass, Reid
followed her to the ground. They toppled, with her landing sprawled across his chest. His palms
cupped her, his lips searching for, and then finding hers. He kissed her, drawing out her release
until she lay silent and sated against him.

“I think,” she said, pausing to catch her breath. “That we’re going to need a full day to pack.”
Rearing back, she grinned at him. “Because something tells me that you and I may spend half of it in
bed.”

Reid chuckled. “That is a distinct possibility.” He ran his hands along her spine. “You feel
cold, let’s get you warm.” He started to lift her off of him.

“I don’t feel cold,” she purred. Lying on him, she was aware of his wadded jeans and knew
he’d be more comfortable. Laura rolled to the side. She crawled down to his feet and started to pull
off his boots. “Except you're still way overdressed.”

Reid sat, those magnificent muscles in his abdomen contracting. She watched, aware her
gaze was drawn to the arrow of hair leading down to his hardening cock. Her mouth watered. She
leaned forward, running her finger along it from base to tip. If they continued like this, they’d never
get to bed. And that was a bad thing? She stroked him, feeling him harden beneath her touch.
Turning, she watched his expression as she lowered her mouth to him. His eyes widened then
closed, a sublime smile on his lips as she wrapped her mouth around the head of his cock and
sucked.

She drew her lips down his length, cherishing every moan, every swiftly indrawn breath. If
she was going to make this work, and she’d be damned if she did anything to harm it, she’d have to
seduce him without the lussor. Not today. Not when she could feel it running up and down her
spine and pooling in her womb. No, once they were on the road.
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Relaxing her muscles, she took him deeper. She made love to him with her mouth, drawing
her lips along his shaft before taking him deep in her throat. With her tongue, she stroked him,
pausing to toy with the nerves behind the head, probing his eye. His hips rose and fell, fucking her
mouth. One large hand cradled the back of her head, holding her there for his thrusts.

Her pussy ached. Even as sated as she was, Laura wanted him again. She cupped his balls,
fondling them. She rolled them in her palm and took time to caress the skin between and behind.
His husky moans deepened. Could she make him come again?

The personal challenge galvanized her. She knew she wanted him. Her slick folds testified to
the depth of her need. A hand closed around her ankle, drawing her legs toward him. Reid walked
his fingers up her leg, pausing to caress the sensitive place behind her knees. Then, two fingers
stroked her labia. His thumb found her clit, the fingers sliding inside her channel to finger fuck her
in time with her sucking.

Laura moaned around the thick cock in her mouth. She couldn’t last much longer, not with
Reid curling his fingers and stroking her G-spot on every thrust.

“Come for me, Laura. I want to feel your pussy tighten around my fingers.” His rough order
sent a fresh wave of moisture to her sex.

It wouldn’t be much longer. Already, she felt the telltale contractions of her release flutter
through her.

Reid pressed his thumb against her clit, rotating it slightly.

Laura tried to hold back her escalating whimpers. She focused on Reid’s cock, on his husky
moans and the rise and fall of his hips. It became a race to see if she could make him come before
she exploded. She doubled her efforts, her fingers tracing the path her lips followed before dipping
down to fondle his balls. She toyed with the soft skin behind, even slipping up to press a finger
against the tight ring of his anus.

Reid groaned.

In the palm of her hand, his balls tightened. So close, just as his fingers curled and stroked
her G-spot. Remember this. Remember how good we are together.

A ragged moan erupted from Reid. He stiffened, his cock twitching in her mouth. Relaxing
her throat, she took him deeper, and with a harsh cry, he came. Warm seed splashed down her
throat, and she swallowed every drop before licking him clean with her tongue. Only then, did she
allow herself to come. A final thrust of his fingers, and she exploded around his hand. Releasing his
cock, she cried out as she slumped against his legs. Tiny explosions darted through her body. Her
panting breaths echoed while her channel contracted and released around his fingers.

Sated, they lay on the floor.

The barest hint of a breeze from around the closed door combined with the cool floor urged
her to action. “The bed,” she whispered.

His fingers trailed down her body, caressing her flank, he reached for his clothing then
dropped them. “The bed,” he agreed. And together, they tumbled into the bedroom and under the
covers. Laura tucked the idyllic moment back in her mind, because she feared, once she got to her
father’s, things were about to change, and not for the better.

* % %
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The next day, Reid found Te in the barn cleaning stalls. Apparently, Jacy had gone into town
because the truck wasn’t there. He stopped at the end of the aisle, watching Spot poke his nose over
the stall door. A few mares were inside, the familiarity of the barn seeming at once old and new. If
he went to Texas with Laura, this wouldn’t be his life anymore, would it? They hadn’t discussed
what would happen once her father released his hold on her, whether they returned to StarMyst or
stayed down there. He'd assumed that they’d come back, but now, standing here, watching Te
complete the endless chore of stall cleaning, he didn’t know.

Te leaned the pitchfork against the wall and turned to face him. “Thought you'd be on the
road to Texas.” He nodded.

Reid battled with how much to really tell his foster brother. The lussor crackled around him,
as sated as it'd been in a long time. It wouldn’t take a genius, or a really powerful sorcerer for that
matter, to know what he and Laura had been doing. “Decided to take a day to pack.”

“And other things I see.” Te’s grin sobered. “You know, I should be mad as hell at Laura for
bringing this to our doorstep. But then again, Edwin never told any of us. I asked Jacy. She didn’t
know anything about Laura being from Brazos.” Te exhaled a long sigh and grabbed the handle of
the pitchfork. “I'm more worried about you.”

“I'm fine,” Reid replied a bit too quickly to be believed.

“Bullshit,” Te shook his head. “I haven’t been here that long, but even I saw the way you were
mooning after Laura. She’s got you wrapped around her little finger, and you're following her like a
stud after a mare in heat. You're not thinking with the brain between your ears and we both know
it.”

Reid stiffened at the worry in Te’s words. “What do you know? You ran away from StarMyst
and stayed away until it was almost too late.” Reid flung the accusation back in Te’s face.

To his credit, Te remained firm. He dragged his fingers through his long, black hair,
dislodging it from the tie that held it back at the nape of his neck. “You're right. I just don’t want
you to make the same mistakes I did all because of a woman.”

“Yeah, but Jacy’s one hell of a woman,” Reid said.

“And so’s the doctor,” Te agreed. “So where does that leave us except acting like two gangly
colts tripping over our own feet?” Te’s mood lightened. He let the pitchfork fall and strode down the
barn aisle toward Reid. Grabbing his younger foster brother in a hug, Te clapped him on the back.
“Look, I just don’t want to see you get hurt. I think you can agree that we've all been through
enough.”

“Yeah, we have.” Reid returned the embrace, startled by the show of emotion from the
Conclave’s leader.

“If you love Laura the way I love Jacy, then you do whatever it takes to bring her back. Okay?
StarMyst is her home too. Edwin gave her his protection. I can do no less.” Te released Reid and
picked up the pitchfork. “Now you going to help or do I have to do chores all by myself again?”

“All right,” Reid admitted. He went to the tack room and grabbed a second pitchfork,
prepared for what may be his last normal afternoon at StarMyst.
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Chapter Six

After eight hours of driving the next day, Reid was more than happy to see the city limits for
Memphis, the halfway point on their journey. Laura told him she’d taken care of all the
arrangements, and after sitting on his butt for so long, right now he didn’t care if they ended up in a
tent. Somehow, with Laura, he doubted it.

“Take this exit,” she said. Just the sound of her voice tightened his cock. Her. Him. A cozy
hotel room. Yeah, he could dig that, and if the promising looks she’d been giving him all day were
any indication, so could she.

The drive had given him way too much time to think. Conversation had run out around
Springfield, Illinois. The radio stations became even too much country for him as they entered
Missouri. Sliding out of the boot heel and into Tennessee was almost like entering a different world.
A world from which Laura had come.

So, he remained quiet and followed her directions. She sounded better than any GPS system
he’d tested, and soon, she steered him into the parking lot of a huge, historic hotel. Yeah, no bargain
chain motels for him tonight. He grinned.

“I hope you don’t mind,” she said as he turned off the engine, “but I booked us for two
nights. I thought it’d be nice to have some time to ourselves before we entered Brazos politics.” She
opened the car door.

He hurried to catch up with her, holding the door open as she exited. Grabbing their two
overnight bags and leaving the rest of the luggage in the car, he followed her to the elevators. She
moved like she’d been here before. With her Conclave, he figured she probably had.

“I didn’t use my connections if that’s what you're wondering,” she said. The elevator doors
slid closed.

Reid stared at their mirrored surfaces. The more he and Laura fed the lussor, the closer
they’d become, until at times like this, he swore she could read his mind. Or was he really that
transparent? “I wasn’t,” he lied.

“Of course you were. I would have if [ were in your shoes. This is Presley Conclave territory,
by the way. They're pretty friendly. We might have a welcoming note in our suite, but that’s about
it. They tend to stay out of other people’s business.”

“So Elvis, he was a...”

Laura laughed. “Nah. Though there are rumors there were Sorcerers somewhere in his family
tree. I think it’s because of the notoriety. They tend to stick to themselves, which makes Memphis a
good place to hold meetings.”

The elevator doors opened. Reid said nothing, his head whirling with all the politics that he
knew was out there and never had taken part in before. Good thing Laura knew it. He figured he’d
make a faux pas and start the Sorcerer Wars all over again. Not a pretty thought.

Laura smiled at the bellhop and made her way confidently to the front desk. A large fountain
with splashing ducks in it dominated most of the lobby. Polished gilt and rich woods made a subtle
statement about the luxury of the hotel. While he gawked, Laura took care of the transaction, and
she handed him his key.

The bellhop stepped forward to take care of their bags and Reid waved them away. Neither
his nor Laura’s bag were very heavy and he never liked the idea of someone else carrying his
luggage. The elevator slid open, and Laura slid her key card then pushed one of the top buttons.
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Apparently, she spared no expense, and he wondered how to approach the topic of splitting the
cost.

His heels sank into the plush carpeting as Laura led him down the hall. At the last door, she
paused and opened it.

Reid stepped into one of the nicest hotel rooms he’d ever been in. A huge king-sized bed,
piled high with pillows dominated the center of the room. A loveseat and recliner created a living
area on one side, the desk next to them with a big, leather chair. Next to the bathroom was a nook
with what looked like a wet bar and the obligatory coffeemaker, and the bathroom looked big
enough for a family of four. What caught his eye though was on a raised tile platform. A huge
Jacuzzi tub and fireplace sat opposite of the living area. Instantly, his cock hardened.

“Wow,” he breathed as he set their bags on the floor of the already-open closet. “This is
really nice.”

“l wanted it to be nice.” Laura sat on the loveseat.

Reid sank to the plush cushions beside her. He rested his arm along the back, his fingers just
barely brushing her shoulder. “You didn’t have to go to all this trouble for me. I've slept in far worse
places.” He remembered a cross-country trip with his parents when he and Kade were small. It
occurred right before the Sorcerer Wars, and they’d stayed in seedy little mom and pop motels and
the cheapest places. But they'd seen Yellowstone and the Grand Canyon and the Painted Desert, all
those things that families were supposed to do together. He cherished the memory and wondered
where Kade was now.

Laura turned to face him. She rested her hand on his thigh. Though her touch was innocent
enough, heat burned from her hand through the denim of his jeans. He imagined her fingers
moving just a few inches higher. Her gaze dropped to her fingers, and to the growing bulge behind
his fly, and a soft smile curled her lips.

“That’s why I wanted a nice room. Just a couple of days to try things without the lussor
getting in the way,” she said.

Reid wrapped his arm around her and tucked her against his side. “You don’t have to
impress me, honey. I'm just glad for a respite before we pull into Brazos Conclave.” He dropped a
kiss on the top of her head. That she thought she needed to explain herself touched him. “Though
I'll admit this is nicer than the places I usually stay at.”

A discreet knock sounded at the door.
“That’s room service. I told him to bring up our dinner right away.” Laura stood.

“Let me.” His sense of chivalry came out whenever he was around her. Opening the door, he
let the waiter set the tray on the table in front of the loveseat. Heavenly smells of rich steaks and
roasted vegetables wafted up from the tray. A bottle of champagne chilled in a bucket of ice. Six
roses sat in a vase, and he realized there was a small dish full of bath favors on the tray between the
empty champagne flutes and goblets of water.

Laura signed for their meal and the waiter left. “It came with the room. I hope you don’t
mind,” she said, taking the top of the plates.

“Don’t mind?” Reid’s stomach rumbled as she revealed the juicy medium-rare steaks, huge
potatoes and steaming vegetables. “Not at all. Do we want to open the champagne now or later?”

“Later,” Laura said. She unfolded her napkin and laid it across her lap. He watched as she bit
into her steak.
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They truly came from different worlds. A place like this, Reid knew this might be the only
time in his life he stayed in something this fancy. Not because they couldn’t afford it. Between
Edwin’s investments and the horses, StarMyst had plenty of assets in the bank. More because he
didn’t need to stay in a place this nice. That Laura had made the reservations for them touched him
in places he didn’t want to think about.

She closed her lips around the bite of steak and chewed. Eyes closed, she swallowed, her
tongue darting out to catch a bit of juice. He could sit here and watch her eat all night.

“You have to try this.” She held out her fork with a bite of steak.

Reid hadn’t even cut into his yet. Leaning forward, he took the succulent morsel into his
mouth. Swallowing, he grinned. “Delicious. Now, it’s your turn.” He gave her a first bite, passing it
to her. Laura made a show of taking the bite from his fork, chewing and swallowing.

“Oops. You have a little bit right here.” Reid cupped her chin and kissed off a droplet of
juice.
Laura shivered. “We better eat before it gets cold.”

“Honey, I think it’s just starting to warm up.” He tossed her a hungry, masculine grin then
dove into his food. Moments later, the plates were empty, leaving only a few 