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Dedication

For those who love techo-futuristics melded with high fantasy and hot erotic
romances—this book is for you.



Chapter One

Laser fire stung the air. The stink of ozone permeated the space above Kree’s
hiding place, taking the edge off the rotting stench of the warehouse. Heat kissed
her cheek where the blast flew passed her face.

Sopha, that was close.

Heavy fire pinned her in place. Only a few more minutes and the enforcer
would give up and leave. She hoped.

He was a single-minded man, running her to ground like a wild animal. He’d
forced her into this squalid hiding place with her back against the wall, cloaked in
darkness. No matter how well the enforcer tracked her movements she had the
advantage. As a master class Sophite leader—premier—she could read the
signatures of organic and some inorganic matter. Her abilities far outperformed any
advanced tracking technologies. So how had he gotten so close?

Another shot whizzed by her ear. The stench of burned hair gagged her.

Definitely time to move.

Deeply embedded powers warned her the enforcer wouldn’t give up until she
was captured and imprisoned. Or dead. Unfortunately her talents didn’t expand
into the psychic realm like the Unarions, leaving only emotional impressions rather
than true thought. So much the worse for her.

Another shot fired overhead.

A lot worse.

Kree duckwalked sideways, hoping the enforcer wouldn’t hear the soft scrape
of her shoes over the dirty floor.

A pause in the laser fire stopped Kree in her tracks. She fingered the gun at
her side. Damn, did she ever want to take advantage and return fire, but giving her
position away wasn’t worth the risk.

This new wave of enforcers didn’t hunt the same as the previous ones hired by
the theocrats. They were too savvy. If she had a credit for every time one of the
bastards got too close for comfort to a member of the outlawed priestess from the
Order of Sopha, she’d be able to buy a new country and relocate all her sister
Sophites there.

Fucking politicians.

Kree waited as the silence lengthened. Maybe she should go on the offensive.
Instead of running from the enforcer, she needed to double back and sneak up on



2 Kathleen Scott

him. Serve the man right for hiring out as the long arm of the theocrats’ idea of
justice.

Brutal and unfeeling.

How could men who claimed to be at one with the deity sanction genocide? It
went against every ideal the Sophites believed in—and they called her holy order
barbaric.

She sank farther back into the warehouse, letting darkness envelop her. Rank
odors filled her nose. Something had crawled into the abandoned building to die.
From the energy pattern it was a large dog. She hoped not to join it anytime soon.

Kree pushed to her feet and started through the warehouse, using her
command of organic matter to guide her through the refuse.

Somewhere there was safety. She need only concentrate to find her way there.

She picked her way through the darkness, feeling the energy vibrations in the
ground. If she moved too far to the right or left the vibrations changed, moving into
the frequency of inorganic matter. That was much more difficult for her to
manipulate, but not impossible. Instead of a full reading, she used the information
to pick her way through the dark warehouse like an animal tracking with the use of
sonar.

When she came to the door, she squeezed out into the blazing sunset, doubling
back around the outside of the warehouse. As she rounded the south corner, the
enforcer stood there smiling at her, an odd oblong apparatus of some sort held in his
right hand.

“Hello, Kree.”
Her breath caught in her throat.
His knowing smile spoke of dark pleasures.

Eyes like the glittering gold of an eagle flashed as the sun dipped below the
horizon. Words deserted her. A flare of desire lit his eyes.

The wind kicked up, spiraling dead leaves across the drive where she stood.
Their vibrations registered a faint wisp along her senses, overpowered by the man
who stood before her.

The steady stamp of boot-clad feet moving in double time grew louder.
Movement from her periphery captured her attention. Guards.

Oh shit, this was really bad.

Caught between an enforcer and the theocrats’ private army was no way to
die.

The enforcer stiffened. His muscles went taut; his jaw hardened. He mouthed
the words, I'm sorry.

Sorry? Sorry for what? Confusion welled and threatened to choke her. She was
about to ask him what he meant when he raised his hand.

The dark outline of a tattoo snaked up his hand.
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A shock of electric fire hit her system, stunning her. Darkness fell.
No sounds.

No words.

No vibrations.
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Chapter Two

Eavan desMort slid the stunner back into the hip holster and hurried to the
unconscious Sophite premier.

She’d fallen like a sleek, shining vixen right into his trap.

He bent over her prostrate form, admiring his prize. Golden hair fell into her
face, covering eyes he’d only imagined in his deepest fantasies. And he’d had a lot of
them since he’d been given this assignment.

He leaned closer to her, breathing in her unique scent. Her flavor lingered on
his tongue like ambrosia. Desire lit like a flash fire. His cock strained against his
leathers.

Eavan didn’t care what the theocrats decreed; this Sophite belonged to him. As
the next chief of the Avengale settlement, it was Eavan’s duty to bring the Sophite
premier into the fold. To bring her to his home.

The thought heated his skin. Over the months of tracking her, he’d come to
admire her ingenuity at avoiding the theocrats and their guards.

He smiled. Not so successful in avoiding him.

Gently he lifted her up into his arms. Her head lolled against his shoulder. It
was all he could do to keep from placing his lips to her forehead. But with the
guards passing through the area, that was a deadly idea. He must keep up the
llusion at all cost.

Restraint came at a price. His body hardened further as her firm breast
brushed against his chest. He fought the urges stirred by the call of his Druma
blood. Pheromones filled his nose, coming from the sexual mystic like the call to
mate.

Pushing thoughts of a future consummation from his mind, Eavan started for
the small speed-cycle parked down the block.

Why of all places did Kree have to run to a neighborhood gone to ruin? No
telling what trouble she courted being so lax with her safety. As it was, she’d sleep
for at least eight hours after taking the hit from his stunner.

Brave, beautiful girl.

He readjusted his grip on her, feeling the bulge of her sidearm at her waist. No
doubt hers was set to kill.

A smile tugged the corner of his mouth. She might have packed heat, but she
hadn’t stood a chance against his superior tracking skills. She’d probably hidden in
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the warehouse with the mistaken assumption her ability to read organics protected
her.

He was as organic as it came.

What little foot traffic had been on the street disappeared with the last curfew
bell and the arrival of the guards.

Eavan placed her in the cycle’s sidecar, pulling the safety harness over her
shoulders. Guards remained at their posts, watching for those individuals unlucky
enough to be caught out past sunset. Eavan pushed his night goggles into place and
gunned the speed-cycle’s engine. He tore off down the deserted street, heading for
the coast road that would take them to safety.

She’d be pissed when she woke.

The thought curled his lip into another smile. Kree Janus was like the
goddesses of the old religion, before the theocrats enacted federal edicts casting
them into the netherworld.

Fury ate at his gut.

He popped the clutch and throttled into high gear. The speed-cycle rocketed
under him. Wind blew his long hair back from his face, but sent bugs and other
debris to sting his skin.

If the theocrats wanted a fight, a fight they’d get.

He gunned the bike and rolled out of town as if all the devils of the underworld
followed in his wake. They may well be. He'd take his chances. There was no way
he’'d let a few angry demons dictate his actions. The Druma had suffered worse
since recorded history and they’d always survived. This time would be no different.

He glanced down at the woman in the sidecar. Her firm breasts bounced with
the motion of the air flying under the bike’s thrusters. No matter the call of his
blood, she was the key to the Druma plan’s success. Only her position as head of the
Sophite order would bring the others around to join the fight.

He gripped the handlebars so hard the textured patterns bit into his palms.

The Druma were prepared to use every tactic in their arsenal to bring the
Sophites to heel. The women as a group were a stubborn lot. So far the others had
managed to hold out against their captors. That’s why his mission had been so
crucial. Selling his service to the theocrats was a small price to pay for victory.

The road curved along the Masalong Ocean. Nothing but darkness and a sense
of water filled the night to his left as he sped northward. No other vehicles shared
the road. Not even a lone transport moved through the night. It was an eerie
sensation, almost as if he and Kree were the only two left on the continent.

Trouble met them halfway up the coast road in the form of a roadblock.
Floodlights lit the night to daytime brightness all along the road for about a
hundred yards in all directions. Guards stood with guns poised and ready to fire.
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Eavan slowed to a stop and gave a nod, pushing his goggles up on his head.
The sleeve of his leather jacket rode up, exposing the totem tattoo that ran from his
hand up the back of his wrist.

“Evening,” he said in a lazy drawl.

The guard captain approached and gave Eavan the once-over, then shifted his
gaze to the unconscious Kree. “Where’re you headed, Enforcer?”

“Taking this prisoner to the Temple of Theomacus for questioning.”
“This late? You'll not get on grounds.”
Eavan gave a grunt. “They’ll open for me.”

The guard captain waved him through. He let the cycle roll forward, weaving
between the patrol cruisers. The guards watched him with rifles still raised in
threat.

The guards would track them. He’d have to leave the coast road and head
inland for the hills just to make it look good. No matter. The Druma had a place
halfway to the temple. They could stop overnight and continue on later. Anyone
tracking them would assume they’d stopped for a brief respite. Or he could continue
on to the encampment and wait until the theocrats’ guards descended on the
settlement.

Altering the timetable might work to the Druma’s advantage.
Or get the entire settlement killed. It wasn’t a chance he was willing to take.

The former regime, the Genoquois, had run their government into the
ground—emptying the coffers and leaving their society open to outside intervention.
When the bankrupt ruling class asked the theocrats to come in and save the
country, they consigned their entire culture to live under the thumb of religious
rule. Eavan had wondered more than once what exactly the Genoquois got out of
the deal. He’d heard nothing of their fate. However, that of the other cultures living
under the yoke of the theocrats had become a place of limited liberties.

There was a tapestry of backgrounds and beliefs that wove the fabric of their
country from one coast to the other. It had begun to unravel. The Druma only
wished to see the loose threads picked up again and all the holes mended.

But a project of that magnitude took time and patience. Mostly it took more
than one man or one culture. Or way of life. It needed a consortium of ideas.
Something the general public had forgotten in the quest to save themselves from
the long arm of the theocrats.

An hour later, Eavan came upon the turnoff that would take them to the
shelter. The road was hidden by the veil of night. The only illumination came from
the speed-cycle’s headlight, cutting through the darkness to guide the way. At the
speeds they were traveling, it was almost like driving blind. If not for his night
goggles, he’d have a hell of a time navigating.

Civilization had forgotten this part of the country for some reason. The barren
landscape was inhospitable to both man and beast. Nothing grew out this way but
the occasional hardy plant life. Snakes and chameleons made their home in the
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various tunnels bisecting the land beneath the ground. If pressed, one could survive
on the land. It was just precarious at best.

But the Druma warriors had.
It was part of their training.

The Druma could survive anywhere if they had to. They just refused to. Why
should they be forced from land they had cultivated and worked for generations
because the government had changed hands?

A sleeback—one of the native lizards of the Verhaus Desert—stood on the road
with his head turned in the direction of the speed-cycle bearing down on him. The
giant reptile raised his nose into the air, sniffing for what he’d call dinner. Eavan
put more pressure on the gas and leaned the cycle to go around the predator. The
good thing about the sleebacks was they might have a supersensitive sense of smell,
but they had a hard time seeing in the dark.

They rolled through the night. The terrain changed. Desert brush peeked up
along the sides of the road. Small trees dotted the distant horizon. Grass tufts went
from the occasional patch to long verdant stretches.

They were getting close.

The road curved around a rock cluster rising up like monoliths in the middle of
nowhere. Behind the natural structure was a rolling valley that stretched as far as
the eye could see. He turned off on an access road that ran along a river.

Another three hours and they’d be there.
Eavan glanced down at Kree. She was still out for the count.

Her head lolled to the side. Shoulder-length blonde hair whipped in the wind.
He'd have to wash the dead bugs from her hair and body before putting her to bed.
Some of the insects were toxic to the skin. She’d be lucky if she didn’t wake with a
rash from head to toe.

His gut tightened at the thought of touching her so intimately while she slept.
But it had to be done, and there was no one else at the shelter to do the deed.

Eavan smiled.

They made the hideout as the moons started to descend in the western sky. It
was early morning, just after third hour, when they rolled to a stop in the covered
garage of a small cottage that looked as if it belonged in its own private paradise.

Located off the main road, the shelter sat covered by thick trees and ivy. It
blended into the scenery, rendering it virtually indistinguishable from the hillside
behind it.

Eavan pulled off the goggles. His face felt tight from dirt and bug innards. He
needed a bath too. Already the loss of air whipping by his face made the irritations
itch. First things first, though.

He opened the door between the garage and inside, then lifted Kree from the
sidecar. Hefting her over his shoulder like a sack of flour, he carried her into the
bathroom, where he set her down on the floor between the toilet and shower stall.
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He started the water, then pulled his clothes off. Might as well save time and
aggravation and wash them both at once. It wasn’t as if she’d know or even care.

Taking a deep breath, he started to remove her clothes. Red bumps cropped up
on her neck and arms. Hell, the toxin had already raised welts. That wouldn’t do at
all.

He pulled her shirt over her head. Firm breasts thrust upward as he leaned
her back to start on her pants. Forcing his attention back to the task at hand rather
than filling his mind with the vision of her half-naked body, Eavan opened the fly.
Smooth, slightly tanned skin met his hungry gaze.

Desire rose. His cock stiffened at the sight of her.

Slowly, he pulled her pants down her legs. There wasn’t a line or curve of her
figure he didn’t want to explore at length. But there’d be time for that later.

He went to the medicine cabinet and pulled out a vial of a special herbal wash
formulated to reduce the redness the bugs left behind.

“Come on, woman.” He lifted her into his arms. Their bare skin slid together.
Eavan closed his eyes and prayed to the Druma god Dreeka for strength. None of
his training as a warrior had ever prepared him for so great a temptation as
presented by a naked Sophite.

To do anything other than administer to her ills was not only dishonorable but
also a crime against his gods and the ancestors. Not that he’d do anything to
dishonor her. Abduct her against her will, yes. Harm her, no. He swallowed down
the guilt at having stunned her into submission.

It had been the only way at the time.

The Druma walked a fine subversive line. To do anything other than what
they’d been contracted by the theocrats to do would throw suspicion on them. Every
plot and scheme had to be played out with the utmost care to detail. The survival of
both races depended upon it.

With the grace of Dreeka, the plan would not fail.

He set her on the shower bench, leaning her against the glass bricks. With
great care, he ran the soapy cloth over the curve of her cheeks, down her neck, and
across the tops of her breasts. His cock stood hard between his legs, a testament to
his need to possess her. Even unconscious, Kree gave off the most intoxicating
female scent. If he wasn’t careful he’d be raving mad before he brought her to the
point of consummation.

“You are the essence of perfection.”
He slid the cloth down her arm, taking care to wash each finger.

His breath caught. Her hands were strong, yet delicate. The dichotomy turned
him on even more. The power she commanded was impressive both in scope and
depth, more so considering the instruments of her calling were so graceful.

His slid his fingers through hers, comparing the discrepancy in their sizes. “I
pledge my life to protect you.”
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She let out a long, deep sigh as if agreeing to the whispered terms. The stun-
induced sleep wouldn’t last much longer. There’'d be hell to pay if she woke while he
bathed her.

When he finished, he held her wet body against his and dried them off with the
same towel.

“If you only knew what a test this has been for me,” he whispered into her
hair.

He wrapped the towel around her body, then carried her to the bed. The house
was fully stocked with food, clothing, and any other number of items travelers
might need while traversing the continent.

Eavan took a pair of loose drawstring pants and short tunic from the closet
and proceeded to dress her. It had been much easier getting her out of her clothes
than it was to put them back on her while she was unconscious.

The things one did to ensure the future.

After he had her dressed, he clamped on the neck collar, setting it to the same
frequency as the matching bracelet he wore. “I'm sorry, my love, but I don’t have a
choice.”

He hit the button to activate the signal.

The collar was barbaric but necessary. Dangers on the open road made it
imperative they stay together and she not try to run from him. He cursed the
promises he’d made to the elders not to reveal his mission until they were safely
within the confines of the Avengale settlement.

He hated keeping secrets from her. The horrors perpetrated by the theocrats
and their guards made keeping the Druma’s plans close to the skin imperative—for
all their sakes. He only hoped it didn’t backfire.

One day maybe they’'d look back on their first meeting and laugh.
Yeah, and he’d contracted Bolean fever somewhere.
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Chapter Three

Consciousness first came as a pinpoint of light in the darkness. Slowly but
steadily it expanded until Kree could make out the basic shapes of things.

Above her, gossamer curtains were suspended from a dark wood canopy. Their
bright crimson swags ran like blood from the ceiling. The mattress under her was
made of the softest goose down.

She turned her head, instantly regretting the action. Twin daggers of pain ran
from the base of her skull, up over her head, and lodged in the back of her eye
sockets.

She moaned.

Movement from across the room caught her eye. Memory returned as fast as
the current that had felled her.

Pretending sleep, Kree held still. She forced deep, even breaths through her
trembling lips. It was probably too late. He’d most likely seen her movement. She
only prayed her captor had been looking elsewhere when she woke.

She cracked her eyelids just enough to see if she recognized her surroundings.

Why hadn’t he killed her? Had someone saved her after the enforcer shot her?
It really didn’t matter. She was alive, and as long as she remained so, she could still
save her people.

“I know you're awake.” His voice had the timbre of ground glass. But at the
same time the confident tone sent desire shooting from her breasts to her sex.

Liquid heat settled between her legs.

Her heart pounded. Not even fear had caused such an adrenaline rush.

Her captor took in a deep breath and moaned. A swath of light spilled from a
floor lamp. Kree couldn’t see his face, but his erection was visible behind the seams
of his leather pants.

He dropped a tattooed hand to his thigh and shifted in the chair.

“I'm not going to hurt you.” He finally leaned into the light. Those same eagle-
sharp eyes caught her in their snare, like prey.

His raspy velvet voice and hypnotic gaze enfolded her, pulling her under like a
drowning woman. The mystery of the other missing Sophites had been solved. By
hiring the Druma warriors as enforcers, the theocrats hadn’t even given the sisters
a chance at survival.
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Druma hunted by pheromones. A more effective tool when hunting a
population of sexually charged female mystics had never been used. The worst part
was the fact Kree’s own body had begun to betray her.

All along her nerve endings the sweet hum of desire caressed her under her
skin, leaving a hot trail of need in its wake. All her strength and concentration
remained fixed on her fake slumber. If he moved or came near her now, she’d go up
in flames without a fight.

But she had to fight. That’s all the Sophites had left.

Despite her best efforts, her nipples hardened under her thin shirt.

The Druma enforcer let out a long hunger-filled growl.

He stood, his pants hugging every hard curve of his impressive physique.

“If you don’t want to talk now, that’s all right. We can have an entire lifetime
to know each other. But make no mistake, Kree Janus, you will obey me on this
journey.”

He put one knee on the bed. He leaned over, brushing his mouth against hers.
“I have ways of making you cooperate.”

A shot of pure lust exploded in her. What was happening? This man was her
mortal enemy. She shouldn’t have these feelings for him. His kind had been hunting
the Sophites and killing them. Some of her dearest friends had died because of the
Drumas’ greed. Where were her powers of organic manipulation now?

She stared into his hot gaze. “Torture me all you want. I won’t give you what
you want.”

He raised a brow and a smile curved the sensuous sweep of his mouth. “So it’s
torture you want?”

He looked like the kind of man who gave women exactly what they wanted
whether it be good or bad. He also appeared to enjoy providing the service a great

deal.

“Do your worst.”

A rich laugh rolled out from deep in his chest. “This might take some time. I
don’t want to disappoint you.”

A shudder moved through her. She arched her back, putting her breasts within
a hairbreadth of his muscular chest.

His gaze slid down her body, lingering there. “Oh yeah, I'm going to have to
find just the thing to make you compliant.”

“There’s nothing you can possibly do to make me obey you.” She turned her
head so she didn’t have to see the flare of desire in his eyes. Her body responded too
readily to his nearness. The man was as potent as any male she’d ever been in
contact with.

“I wouldn’t bet on it.” His voice grew even silkier. “No. We'll leave that
discussion for later. You need to rest now.”
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“I don’t want to rest. I want to get the hell out of here.” She brushed her hand
against the softest material she’d ever felt. Finally looking down, she noticed she no
longer wore her own clothes. Sopha, how had that happened?

“You can’t leave.” He tapped a metal plate fastened around her neck.

The substance didn’t register on her senses. How was that even possible? Even
norganics let off a subtle signature she could detect. “What the hell?”

He held up his tattooed arm to her. A flat metal bracelet fit around his wrist. A
green light blinked. Oh by the Gods, she knew that device, but hadn’t seen one used
In years, at least not outside a prison yard.

“I'm sorry. Once we get to where we’re going, I'll remove it. But until then
youll not be able to venture more than fifty feet from me without losing
consciousness again. It’s for your safety. Where we're going, you won’t want to try to
survive alone.”

“You bastard.”

He gave out a low chuckle, which only further infuriated her. “That’s one thing
I'm not.”

No, he wouldn’t be. A full Druma warrior was at the highest echelons of his
people. He definitely knew his parentage—all the way back to the founding of his
clan. Just as Kree could name all the Sophite premiers back to the goddess Sopha
herself.

“Why are you doing this?” She turned her head, closing her eyes as a sudden
wave of nausea moved through her. “Weren’t you under orders to kill my kind?”

“I take my orders from the clan elders.”
Kree cracked open one eye. “Then you weren’t sent from the theocrats?”

That annoying smile lifted the corner of his mouth again. He brushed long,
fawn-colored hair off his shoulder. “I didn’t say that.”

“You haven’t said much of anything.” She opened her other eye if only to
narrow them both at him. “Tell me why you’ve kept me alive.”

He ran a thick finger down her cheek. “You are in no position to demand
anything from me. You'll know everything you need to in a day or two. Then, after
you have all the information, you can hate me all you want. Or not.”

Something about the cockiness of his posture made her believe he didn’t think
she’d hate him at all.

“Your kind killed my sister Sophites,” she reminded him.

“My kind is trying to preserve peace.” His gaze fastened on her lips, not for the
first time since she’d awakened.

“By killing off the enemies of the state.”

He let out a deep breath and pushed away from her. “Rest. We have a long ride
ahead. It’s better if you're alert. There might be trouble on the road.”
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That didn’t sit easy with her. What kind of trouble was an enforcer looking for
on the road to wherever? Was it because he hadn’t killed her when he’d found her
hiding in the warehouse? More importantly, where was he taking her?

He rubbed a spot in the middle of her forehead. Instantly, her eyes felt heavy.
She fought back the lethargy. There was no way in hell she’d fall asleep without
some better explanation than his enigmatic smiles and the flash of sexy golden eyes.

Weapons as effective as those were going to see to her downfall. There were
defenses she could raise to keep his seductive powers from touching her, but she
doubted they’d work. Not when she already felt the wet slide of arousal between her
legs when she moved them.

The worst part was fastened around her neck. There was no way to remove the
security collar without setting off an alarm on her captor’s wristband. There had to
be a way to get it off and escape before he delivered her to her fate. She’d not accept
defeat. Her sisters under Sopha would haunt her for eternity.

“If you want my cooperation, you have to earn it.”
That made him laugh. “I don’t think it’s up to you at this point.”

Kree’s heart stopped. If his smile and eyes were seductive, his laugh was death
itself. She fell under the spell of animation that lit his features. He was a truly
beautiful man. One she felt the low kick of desire for as it swirled in her belly. It
would have been so much easier to refuse him if he hadn’t smiled. Hadn’t laughed.
Hadn’t appeared so human.

“Is this how you mean to torture me?”

The amusement faded.

Tension hung thick in the air between them.
“No, I have something much better in mind.”
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Chapter Four

Eavan’s blood had already grown so hot it moved like burning lava through his
veins. Torture her? He’d cherish her until his dying breath. But she didn’t need to
know that yet.

Initiating her to the ways of the Druma would be very enjoyable. He only
hoped he’d get the chance. After all he’d done to capture and secure her, he’d hate
like all the hells for her to fall under the spell of one of his fellow warriors.

He traced a finger down her cheek. “I already know how you’ll taste.”

Her gaze flew to his.

If sin had a shape, it would be her lips. They were soft and wide with the
barest pout to the lower one.

He ran his thumb across it. “The theocrats would love to get their hands on

»

you.
“Are you planning to ransom me to them?”

“The thought never crossed my mind.” He let his fingers move lower, down her
throat to her collarbone. Every inch of her skin felt like silk under his fingertips.

“How long has it been since you’ve enjoyed a man’s touch?”
Even as her eyes flashed defiance, her back arched off the bed, lifting her
breasts closer to him. “I've met no men worthy enough to touch me in a long while.”

Eavan smiled. Even if she meant it as an insult, the fact she’d been with no
man recently sent need pulsing through his body. The Sophites used their sentries
for sexual favors like most people used air to breathe. He sensed her words were all
bravado or insult.

He let his fingers roam lower. The deep V of her shirt ended at the apex of her
cleavage. His gaze followed the trail of his hand. Her nipples stood out behind the
fabric, inviting him to feel.

He didn’t disappoint.

Kree sucked in a quick breath but didn’t slap his hand away as he’d assumed.
Perhaps she felt the same deep, inexplicable bond as he.

A noise outside the window startled her. She turned her head and winced.

Damn! He’d forgotten about the pain. Getting hit by a stunner set to full was
like having an ax buried in your brain. Eavan knew. There wasn’t a mode of torture
or imprisonment Druma warriors were not put through during training.
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He leaned over and brushed his mouth against hers. “I'll bring you something
for the headache.”

“How...?”

He gave her a sly smile as he left the room. No sense in regaling her with the
bloody tales of his initiation. She had time enough to learn of those.

Eavan hurried out of the bedroom to the medicinal stores. All the wonders
hidden inside were made at the settlement. Knowing the plants and their properties
was a revered art form within the ranks of his people. Modern technology had its
place in all societies, but there were some things that remained better served in the
old ways.

None of the modern medicines brought to the continent by the theocratic
physicians were quite as good as those made by hand and prayer. Ironic as it
seemed, the new government didn’t believe in using the natural environment to
provide for man’s health. They locked their scientists in pristine labs, combining
synthetic compounds into mind- and body-altering substances. There was
something inherently wrong with holy men who forsook the bounty of the land for a
cold, impersonal approach. For that reason alone the theocrats needed to be forced
out of office.

Before they’d taken over, the land was rich with ideas and beauty. The council
of old men who ruled with iron fists and cold hearts had no understanding of
humanity. They even prayed to a god who had no interest in the affairs of man.

Eavan had read Theomacus’s teachings. Learning the enemy.

He sorted through the various bottles of potions and elixirs. Normally, the
cabinet was arranged in alphabetical order, but someone had gone through and
changed things around. He’d have to come back and fix it before they left the
shelter.

Where was the damned bottle?

He started at the bottom shelf and moved back up to the top. There it was,
tucked behind a big bottle of mariwan root.

Father God, forgive me for what I'm about to do.

At this point he had very little choice. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. He could
stand and weather the storm of her increasing temper, or ply a little more seduction
to soften her mood. That had never been Eavan’s style. He’d rather have her bound
by flesh to him. Lovers had more of a personal stake in keeping their mouths shut
than someone merely riding the surface of an attraction. At this juncture she had no
reason not to make his life miserable until they reached the settlement. One more
roadblock full of guards with Kree awake this time, and all the long months of
planning might be forfeit.

Telling her the truth was out of the question. All it took was one guard captain
curious as to why a Druma warrior transported a Sophite into the Plains, and the
guards would detain them both. Once that happened they’d torture the truth from
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her. If she knew nothing, they’d find nothing. Of course they’d have to kill Eavan
first in order to get to her. Not so easily done.

Though with her powers, who knew how well she could hide information from
an Inquisitor? He'd rather not even make the attempt. It was best to leave the
revelations for when they were within the settlement. The elders knew the correct
course of action in this instance.

He heard that odd sound outside the shelter again.
Had they been found?

He stuck the vial in his pocket and headed to the front. Opening the bloodred
drapes only enough to see out, he searched the front yard. Nothing out of place
captured his attention. Even so, he pressed in a code to the security perimeter,
increasing the distance of the sweep. If anyone came within the circle, it would give
a quick series of beeps.

Escape tunnels crisscrossed under the hills directly behind the shelter, but
didn’t support a transport as big as a speed-cycle. If they had to leave that way,
they would have too far to go on foot.

He’d make it, but he doubted a woman used to living in the pampered confines
of a temple, surrounded by servants, had the stamina. Though he admired her
dedication to keeping her order hidden, given the current political climate, and had
seen her toughness in action, he doubted she had enough endurance to keep up with
a full Druma warrior. Not with the pace he planned to set. Not in her current
pained condition. The Druma trained years for cross-country treks on foot. One
never knew in what situation one might find oneself. It paid to be prepared.
However, the Sophites had managed to survive this long after being outlawed.
Maybe he underestimated her. She might be a lot sturdier than she looked.

But then a headache from the stunner could have made even the Druma
chieftain himself curl into a ball and pray for death. Eavan didn’t wish that pain on
even his greatest enemy.

L

Kree looked around the room, wondering exactly where she was and how far
from Kemar City they were. Light fell just outside the window, filtered by the
massive trees whose branches hung near the pane.

Was it night or day?

She threw the covers off and scooted to the end of the bed.

Pain shot through her head with each beat of her heart. She curled up into a
ball, nauseated.

Oh Sopha! Help me. I need strength to make it through this trial you have set
before me.

The silent words of an ancient prayer died on her lips as the door opened and
the Druma returned.
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“You'll not escape, Kree. It’s best to not even try. I'll only haul your lovely ass
back here like a sack of sugar.”

Was he serious? Of course she had to try. There was an unwritten law
somewhere in the annals of war that said all POWs had to attempt escape at least
once. There were too many people who relied on her for her to sit back and wait to
be raped or killed by the enforcer. Action was needed.

Not that she had gotten that vibe from him yet. Unbelievably the collar around
her neck tamped her powers, made it harder to read things around her. Whether
intentional or not she didn’t know.

“Here.” He held a tiny cordial glass under her nose. “Drink.”
She shoved the glass back at him. “I'm not thirsty.”
“I don’t care. Drink it anyway.”

The sickly sweet smell of overripe melon and honey filtered up to her nose. Her
stomach rolled.

Concentrating her power, she tried to determine if the drink held anything
harmful. It was useless. There weren’t any vibrations coming off the liquid.

“Here.” He stuck his finger into the mixture and held it to her lips. “It might be
better in smaller doses.”

Kree turned her head away. “You drink it.”
“Fine.” He tipped up the glass, swallowing the elixir in one gulp.

Kree watched the muscles in his throat working. There wasn’t a part of him
that didn’t fascinate her. She’d heard the stories—all children were raised on tales
of the horrors visited on the Druma as they gained their ranks. A full Druma
warrior endured the worst conditioning possible to achieve status.

Her gaze fell to the tattoo that began on the back of his hand, winding around
his wrist to disappear up his sleeve. Sections of the intricate design were added as
they moved along in their training. Each piece meant the bearer endured months of
horrific exercises to strengthen their resolve.

“Do you want to see it?” Amusement curved the corners of his mouth, made his
eyes sparkle.

“No. I want to leave.”

“That’s just not going to happen. I haven’t spent the better part of a month
tracking you to let you go.”

“What are your plans, then?” The pounding in her temples was so bad she had
to lie back down on the bed.

“I'd rather show you, but first we have to get to the Fassin Plains.”
“What’s there?”
“You'll see when we get there.”

The theocrats were known for impaling their enemies and leaving their bodies
out in the desert to rot or be picked on by carrion birds. Some gods were definitely of
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a lower tolerance than others. And to think her countrymen brought the theocrats
In to save their country from economic and cultural ruin. If she was going to be
taken to the Plains and sacrificed to an angry god, she’d rather not.

The Fassin Plains were at least a full day and night’s ride from Kemar City,
and outside the direct jurisdiction of the theocrats. The region was located in a
neutral zone where three countries converged. If he indeed took her to the Plains,
she’d have a chance to escape and possibly survive this abduction ordeal.

“Will you take a shot of medicinal? The headache will ease with it.”

Was that worry she saw in his golden gaze? No, it couldn’t be. Since when did
Druma warriors care about anyone who was outside their tightly knit society?

The elixir hadn’t killed him, but that proved nothing. Building immunity to
poisons was probably part of his training.

She shook her head in refusal.

He didn’t heed her signal and brought more of the sickly sweet-smelling
potion. He dipped his finger in the liquid, his gaze never leaving hers. With sensual
precision he painted her bottom lip.

“Lick it, Kree. Just a small taste.”
Warmth penetrated her skin.

The temptation to run her tongue along her lower lip settled like a compulsion
in her belly. Desire swam with confusion in her soul. There was a potent sexuality
in every one of his movements and gestures. He’d be an unforgettable lover.

His gaze settled on her mouth. As if it had taken on a will of its own, her
tongue sneaked out between her lips and licked at the sugary substance. He
growled, then dipped his finger back into the cordial glass. This time he painted her
top lip in the same manner.

“It’s better the second time,” he reassured her. His voice had gone thick and
low, a caress of sound against her face.

She didn’t even have to wait for his invitation this time. The liquid tasted of
ambrosia on her tongue. Besides the flavor and heat, she noticed the merest hint of
relief in her pained head.

“What is this stuff?” She suppressed the urge to paint his lips and lick it off
him.

His pupils dilated as if he’d read her hot thoughts. “Itanie. It’'s made by the
Druma chieftain’s family.”

“You called it a medicinal. Is it a painkiller?”

He gave her a lopsided grin as he slid closer to her. “It has many uses.
Painkiller. Antianxiety. Aphrodisiac.”

Like he needed one? She’d noticed the ridged outline of his cock since she’d
first laid eyes on him. Did he survive on this itanie? Drink it like water?
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That still didn’t explain why her body had responded in kind. Obviously he
hadn’t given her the drug while she was out cold. Otherwise she wouldn’t have come
to with a head that felt like a working anvil.

“More?” He held the glass up in front of her face.

Kree refused. Not only did she want to avoid ripping her clothes off and
demanding he fuck her like a beast, she wanted to retain control of her senses.
Anything less and she might end up dead yet. “It’s taken the edge off the pain just
fine.”

That only made him smile more. “Good. Now we can start the torture.”
He moved a bit closer.

Kree sank into the mattress, trying to get away from him. He moved closer.
His gaze traced the planes of her face. This close she felt every vibration, as if he
touched her.

Fire scorched her insides. Made it hard to breathe.

She couldn’t imagine the strength of her reaction with the collar off. The soft
fabric of her borrowed clothes made her uncomfortable. There were too many layers
between them now.

Kree let her gaze fall into his.

Trapped, she tried to look away and found it impossible. That gaze of his was
like a golden snare. His attention absolute.

“What’s your name?” The question came out in a low puff of air between her
lips.
He stilled above her. “Eavan.”

It meant “morning sun” in an old Fassin dialect. Such an odd name for a
warrior. His mother must have been a romantic at heart.

His breath was warm and sweet from the elixir. It stirred the hair around her
face as he rubbed his cheek over hers. Unable to deny herself closer contact, Kree
arched her back. Her breasts rubbed against his hard chest. A deep moan pulsed
along her skin. Control slipped.

Their mouths fused together as if a magnetic force pulled them. Sparks shot
through her body. Electricity flowed in a raging river through her veins. Eavan
gathered her in his arms, holding her tightly. For the first time since the fall of the
Genoquois government, Kree felt something more than fear.

Was this his brand of torture? Feeding her drops of a potent painkilling-
aphrodisiac, then using it to his advantage? Did he think he could make love to her,
then force her to spill all her secrets?

Make love to her and her powers might surface enough to break through the
blocks created by the security collar.

Between her legs, her clit throbbed. The need for relief sang in her blood. If he
tried to make love to her, she had no resistance.

He moved down her body, using his tongue along the pulse of her throat.
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“I can smell your desire,” he breathed.

No doubt he could. Her loose pants were soaked, she was so wet. It was bad
enough before he gave her the aphrodisiac. Now she was in agony to have him
inside her.

He passed a thumb over her distended nipple, the soft nap of her shirt the only
barrier to his touch. It was even more erotic being covered than if he’d touched her
bare skin. He moved his fingers to her back, tracing a line down her spine. Tingles
erupted in their wake.

She arched up to get closer to him. Her actions were dictated by the needs of
her body. Her mind and body warred. Intellectually, she knew she shouldn’t feel
desire for him.

His kind had killed her sisters.
He’d hit her with a stunner set to full.

But as her mind attempted to convince her to push him away, desire made her
move closer to him.

Sopha, if he didn’t get inside her in the next few minutes she was going to blow
like a powder keg.

He lifted the bottom of her shirt over her rib cage. “You need to have the edge
taken off.”

Judging from the size of the erection behind the soft leather of his pants, he
needed a little edging himself.

He pulled the shirt over her head. “Beautiful.”

The awe in his voice surprised her. What was his game?

Shock ran through her body as he gathered one of the crimson swags and
wrapped it around her arm, securing it in place. “What are you doing?”

“Didn’t you ask me to torture you?”

Excitement filled her. Her chest rose and fell with each heated breath.

After he repeated the process with the other arm, he bent his head forward for

a long drugging kiss. His lips made love to hers, even as she begged him with her
own hungry mouth to do more.

He tore away from her, moving down her body, sweeping his tongue over the
surface of her skin. He stopped to circle her nipples slowly. Oh so painfully slow.

“Please, Eavan.”

He stopped and raised his head. His nostrils flared, eyes grew intense. “Say my
name again.”

“Eavan.”

Without another word he continued down her body, stripping the cotton pants
from her lower half. Kree watched in fascination as he tied each of her legs with the
remaining swags. She didn’t know how he managed it, but he tied her legs in such a
way they were spread wide, knees up and bent. When she tried to move, the brass
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ring where the material was connected to the ceiling pulled tighter, forcing her to
remain still.

She was well and truly bound.

The room seemed an inferno. Heat seared her all the way to the core.
Perspiration glistened on her torso.

“So pretty,” he murmured as he lowered his face level with her pussy. She felt
his breath tease her throbbing clit.

Hot golden eyes looked up at her, burning her. “Tell me what you want, Kree.
How can I soothe you?”

This was torture. Evil and wicked torture. She wanted him to kiss her pussy
with as much passion as he had her mouth.

She shook her head, refusing to beg for it.

“Stubborn woman.” He tsked a few times. “I think the problem is here.” He
spread her slick lips with his thumbs, exposing her clit to his attention. “Oh yes.
You need relief.”

He leaned forward, then took her swollen clit between his lips and began to
draw on it with long, practiced sucks.

Kree arched her back. Every nerve in her body went crazy.
Eavan didn’t stop in his ministrations, even when she began to cry.

Never had she been so out of her head in ecstasy. Not even the temple sentries
who kept the Sophite mystics serviced had tended her so well. It was as if Eavan
had an innate sense of how and where to touch her.

A thick, blunt finger eased into her tight passage and began to stroke her long
and deep. Tremors built in her core. He flicked her clit in quick, powerful strokes,
taking her to the very edge.

She wrapped her hands around the swags, pulling tightly. If she had control of
her powers, she’d have set the air on fire.

“More.”

Eavan glanced up at her. His mouth was wet and shiny. He licked his lips,
closing his eyes. “You taste like Goddess nectar.”

The drink he spoke of was a bold blend of sweet fruits and honey. It was served
in only the most expensive of homes and was often used in the sacred sexual rites of
certain religious sects. If he’d ever tasted the real thing, he’d traveled in some high
circles.

Not what she’d expect for a Druma warrior.
But then again, his skill in bringing a woman to orgasm was without parallel.
High society women paid very well for the men who serviced them.

He continued to move his fingers in slow strokes, easing in and out of her as
the tension built higher. “You glow when you get excited. Your skin shines like the

”»

sunmn.
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She’d heard that before. Men who had never made love to a mystic didn’t
understand the properties of their talents and the phosphoric alleles that rose to the
surface of their skin when it heated. Though it was part of the science that made
her a mystic, it was very hard to explain to outsiders.

Some men even thought it the work of demonic forces.
How sad were the superstitious.

She moved her arms as far as she could manage within the silken bonds. It
was enough to skim the tips of her fingers over her nipples.

Eavan growled.

He slid back down on her, taking her clit in his mouth to deliver punishing
strokes of his tongue. First one, then two fingers slid into her. His thumb ringed her
anus.

“I knew a Sophite would be sexual, but you are amazing, Kree.”

All the Sophites were taught to enjoy the pleasures of the flesh. It was one of
the reasons the theocrats were threatened by them. A group of men who believed
sex was something to hide, to be ashamed of, were not people who embraced the
1deals Kree had grown up to believe were right and just. Instead the theocrats hid
their concubines away from the lustful gazes of other men.

Eavan curled his middle finger to trace circles on that spot high in her body
the mystics called the Loral button, named after the goddess of love.

The spasm grew, harder, deeper until she shook with the power of her orgasm.
Her body trembled uncontrollably. Tears streamed down her face. A voice came
from outside her, far away. A sob. A plea for more. She didn’t care what it was, but
1t needed to be more.

Eavan continued to lick her sensitive areas. The action stoked the fire higher.
How much was too much?

Would she combust from his ministrations? If she let him keep going, she’d
expire or burn to death in a sexual conflagration. What she really needed was to feel
him thrusting his thick erection into her. So far, he hadn’t even opened his fly to
relieve the pressure she knew had to be building in his cock.

Had she lost her mind? The Druma warrior was her sworn enemy. An agent of
the theocrats.

“Are you trying to kill me by orgasm?”
He lifted his mouth from her. Air puffed over her wet flesh as he laughed. “It

would be an interesting way to go toes up, but not my choice of extermination.” He
ran his fingers back and forth over her. “Not when you’re so intoxicatingly alive.”

“Then what do you want with me?”
“Your cooperation.”
Somehow she felt that was only a small part of what he wanted.
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Chapter Five

Eavan hadn’t lied. His entire way of life hinged on her cooperation. The look in
her eyes said she didn’t believe him. His mission was to change her mind.

The Sophites were a secret sect. Closed lipped and tight-knit, not much was
known outside their society of what went on during their rituals and initiations.
Plenty was speculated about—and all of it sexual in nature.

His gaze slid back to her wet female flesh, spread for her pleasure. By the
gods, she tasted ripe and wonderful. The folds of her womanhood were pink and
swollen from his lovemaking. So inviting.

Her scent clung to his face, filled his mouth. The strain of his cock behind his
leather pants hurt like all the hells. But he didn’t dare open for relief. Kree was too
tempting, too open to his touch.

The vows he’d spoken as a youth sat upon his shoulders like the weight of the
world. How many of his brethren had anticipated bonding with their credah and let
sexual desire overcome their vows? As a Druma warrior his word was tied directly
to his honor. If he did as his heart bade him, he’d lose his soul to her. Only the
binding of the two halves ensured he’d retain control after the most intimate of acts.
One only a bonded pair should enjoy.

He might want her with every cell of his being, but he wasn’t going to forsake
his honor to have her.

He ran his fingers through her wet mound once more, then leaned over to give
her a long kiss, dragging his tongue through her folds before taking her clit between
his lips and giving it a hard suck. At her sounds of enjoyment, he continued.

Heartbeats thundered through his chest. His blood quickened. He moved his
hips in an imitation of lovemaking. Pressure built.

Kree bucked against his mouth. Her pleasured shouts grew to a crescendo.
Then she fell. The insides of her thighs trembled against his face. He kissed her
again and again. Quick pecks of supplication.

Eavan rose, removing the bonds that held her captive to his attention. “Rest
now. We have a long road ahead.”

Her legs visibly shook as she closed them. She rolled to her side, her shapely
bottom stuck out. He watched in fascination as her hand moved between her legs,
skimming over the places he’d loved so hard.
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He hated to leave her. He wanted to stay and watch the show. There was just
something about a woman enjoying her body that made him hot—made him want to
join her, ask her to touch him that way.

The vows did not preclude a warrior from allowing a woman to take him into
her hand or mouth.

He closed his eyes and made a fist at his side. Not now. Not this first time.
Turning away from the bed, he left her to gentle herself into slumber.

Each step jarred pain through his balls and up his shaft. He unzipped his fly,
letting out a low moan at the relief. Gulping in air, he still tasted Kree on his
tongue and almost exploded with longing.

A jar of special oil sat on the bathroom vanity. It was used for such occasions
when a warrior and his chosen engaged in sex play before the marriage, or as
happened sometimes, traveled without their beloved.

He hit the pump and let the slick substance roll over his fingers. The oil
mimicked a woman’s natural wetness, but not the heady fragrance. That suited
Eavan fine. Nothing exuded the unique pheromone trace of Kree’s desire.

He licked his lips, tasting her there at the same time he cupped his cock in his
hand. Visions of sliding his length into her over and over filled his head, danced
before his closed lids.

She’d been so tight and hot on his fingers—the same ones that now stroked
him. He leaned against the wall, turning his face to the ceiling. Breath sawed in
and out. With each lungful of air, he smelled her essence. It brought them closer,
even though she remained in the bedroom.

“Kree.” Her name ripped from his soul as he pumped faster, imagining the hot,
slick welcome of her pussy.

The image of her glowing body, a light sheen of sweat covering her, popped
into his head. She was like a goddess, he the supplicant.

She was his mission. The savior of his people.

Eavan clenched his teeth to keep from shouting in exaltation as he came with
the memory of loving her in his head.

He slid down the door to collapse on the floor. His cock was still in his hand.

After he caught his breath, he cleaned away the cum and returned to the
bedroom. Kree lay on her side, her eyes closed. Possessiveness moved through him
like a hot river of need. He’d go to any lengths to protect her from harm. A twinge of
remorse nipped at his heart.

Using the stunner had really been the only way to subdue her safely at the
time. He’d forgive himself in time. Hopefully, she would too. Perhaps when they
reached the Plains and she realized what awaited her there.

Eavan opened the chest at the foot of the bed and drew out a blanket. He
spread it over her sleeping form, then settled in behind her, allowing himself only
the intimacy of his arm around her.
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The scent of their lovemaking clung to her body. Womanly desire and need had
a unique fragrance that awoke all the mating instincts in his Druma blood. The fact
Kree had succumbed to his ministrations, had melted under his pleasurable assault
made her aroma all the more unnerving while he fought sleep.

After breathing her in for a few minutes, he’d grown hard as steel. He closed
his eyes and held her closer. Her shapely bottom fit perfectly against his groin.

He rolled his eyes and sent a prayer to Falax, god of virility. He’d not skimped
when he’d sprinkled his heavenly seed on Eavan. All he had to do was think of Kree
and he became painfully erect.

“In a few days, all this will seem like a dream,” he whispered into the hair at
her temple. He placed a chaste kiss there.

A long, deep sigh left her body.
In time, Eavan, too, slept.

* % %

Beeps invaded his uneasy sleep. The perimeter alarms sounded harsh
throughout the shelter. Eavan jumped from the bed, disturbing Kree.

“What the hell is that?”

“Someone trying to get in here.”

Her eyes widened in shock. “How would anyone even think to look here?”
“You'd be surprised.”

He pulled open the cabinet and threw clean clothes at her. “Put these on while
I check the security.” When she started to pull back the drapes to look out the
window, he stopped her by placing his hand on hers. “Don’t. It might be guards who
followed us through the desert.”

A frown crinkled her brow. “Why would an agent of the theocrats such as you
care about the guards?”

“It’s a long story.”

The beeps increased in volume and frequency. The intruders were getting
closer.

Eavan hurried to the security console. The sharp tang of pheromones and
sexual release filled his head.

Kree had been here. Probably sending a message back to her cloister. Eavan
checked the com system and found the proof. No time to worry about that now.

He punched up a sequence of codes. Unlike the sounds earlier, which might
have only been the wind moving through tree branches, this alert had been caused
by humans. The sensors were set to only go off on human intruders. Wildlife passed
through the transmitter field freely.

The picture that filled the screen that chilled Eavan’s blood.



26 Kathleen Scott

Eight guards with the seal of the theocrats on their uniforms scanned the area
with some sort of handheld device. From the looks of it, they were sweeping the
area for an exhaust trail or electrostatic field.

That didn’t bode well. Even the solar panels on the roof let off a charge when
the energy moved from the terminals to the storage and converter unit. If they were
looking for a hidden shelter, they’d find it.

“Come on, Kree, we have to leave.”

Eavan might be a badass Druma warrior and have no problem taking on the
guards, but he’d not risk Kree.

He took a deep breath, his decision made.

Gods and horses, he didn’t want to do it. Didn’t want to take her into the
mountain.

She came into the security room, her breasts visible through the light fabric of
her shirt.

His hands gripped the console. Hard. “You need shoes.”

“Where are mine?” She put her hands on her hips. “I'm assuming you’re the
one who took them off me, unless this place has clothing gnomes you failed to
mention.”

“Now 1sn’t the time for attitude.” He pointed outside. “There are eight guards
out there only seconds away from finding the shelter. I'd like to have us vacated
before then.”

Fear leaped into the depths of her emerald eyes. “How are we going to get past
them?”

He wasn’t going to take the time to explain it now. She’d see soon enough.
“There are several sizes of shoes in the closet next to the bedroom. Find a pair that
fits. Hurry. And grab another shirt. It’ll be cold where we’re headed.”

She turned in a shower of pheromones.

Fight or flight always kicked the scent into overdrive. Eavan hung his head
and took a steadying breath before going into action. He and his people’s entire
future rode on the outcome of the next few minutes. Best not to let the sexy scent of
Kree’s pussy distract him.

He hurried to the garage portion and grabbed his kit from the storage
compartment on the speed-cycle. Everything they needed for a run through the
mountain, he had in the pack. Hopefully, they’d have an easy crossing and be near
the second shelter at the edge of the Plains in a few days.

Sounds from beyond the garage kicked Eavan’s heart rate up. Time to go.

He ran back through the shelter, coming to a stop in the security room. A
sequence of keys on the keyboard, a press on a button behind a book in the case, the
movement of a hidden lever, and a door opened into the darkness of the hollow
mountain.
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Kree came running up behind him. Her hand seared him through this shirt
and jacket as she pressed it to his back. “We’re going in there?”

“Well, we sure as hell aren’t going out there. Go!” He put his arm around her
and gave her a gentle shove through the doorway.

He reached into his pack and grabbed a small lantern. Kree continued to stand
at the edge of the light.

“I said go.” He closed the door, turning the wheel that sealed them inside the
passage. Even if the guards discovered the codes he’d used on the console, they'd
never find the other mechanisms to open the door, or in what sequence to use them.
And if they did access the mountain, they’'d be lost inside forever. Only the Druma
knew the way through the secret passages.

“I don’t like it in here.” Kree’s voice sounded small and frightened. She folded
her arms around her body, chafing at them.

“I'd think with your powers, you'd feel alive in the depths of the dirt.”

“If T could feel the organics, I would.” She ran her fingers over the security
collar. “This dampens my powers considerably.”

He threaded his fingers through hers. “I know, and I'm sorry for that. Come.
We need to get started.”
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Chapter Six

Parakhan City

The clock tower in the center of town struck the hour.
It had been almost thirty-six since Kree went missing.

Ronen Cassius strapped the stunner to his side, hiding it under the folds of his
ecclesiastics’ robes. If she’d run afoul of the enforcers, she might already be dead.

Pressure pounded behind his eyes.
He had to find her.

Rumors from Kemar City intimated the former temple leader there had been
killed by the enforcers. Kree had trained under Siobhan. So when word spread that
a floating temple of Sophites had been uncovered and their leader executed, Kree
had taken off for Kemar without taking any of the sentries to accompany her.

The world had turned to an uncertain place since the theocrats took over the
government. Any individual who did not agree with their dogma was paraded
through the streets, strapped to an obelisk, and beaten to death.

The damned woman knew better than to travel alone so far from home under
such conditions. Her life was forfeit if she was ever caught by the theocrats’ many
agents. Rumors of officials paying citizens to turn in heretics circulated the city.

He fisted his hands at his sides.

Cahlen ran out to the balcony, one hand held to his hidden stunner. “There is
an incoming message from Kree.”

Ronen’s heart beat hard against his ribs. He hurried from the balcony and
back into the confines of the religious center they called shelter.

After being out in the bright sunshine, his eyes took a moment to adjust to the
sudden dimness. The communications console sat on the far end of the upper level
rooms. The cobalt glow from the screen called Ronen like a star, guiding his way
through the darkness.

Veran rose from the seat in front of the console, making room for the former
temple sentry captain. Ronen took his place. He keyed in the commands to open the
receiving channel. These days, it paid to have extra security measures on all
incoming and outgoing missives. For all intents and purposes, the temple guards
had been rounded up and killed before the Sophite order fell. In reality, they lived
in the confines of a religious center as devout theocratic monks.
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The safety of the Sophites’ future depended on the ability of the sentries to
remain anonymous. That included ensuring their communications remained
private.

The message opened. The few short sentences blurred as emotion clouded his
eyes.

Taken by Druma warrior. Destination: Fassin Plains.
Ronen deleted the message. “Gather the others.”

The command was no less fierce for being said in a whisper. He stood and
headed to his quarters to begin packing for the journey. They’d have to travel
smartly through the country. One false move might bring them under scrutiny
before the planned revolution. Before they threw off the yoke of their oppressors and
took their beloved homeland back by force.

Timing meant everything.
And this was not the time to have the head of their religion missing.
His heart contracted with pain.

Sopha, why? And by the Druma of all the goddess’s creatures? The one detail
he grabbed on to with both fists had Kree still alive and able to send messages.
She’d always been a resourceful girl—who'd grown into an even more resourceful
woman. He prayed she stayed alive long enough for the sentries to rescue her.

The quarters were plain, adorned with nothing save religious icons he never
believed in. Their power had no presence in his life. Their graven images only
served to stir his anger, witness the plots of his revenge night after night.

One of the extreme prices he paid for perception.

Quickly, he packed his kit. Ecclesiasts’ robes, sacred texts, underclothes,
toiletries all went into his satchel. The more important items weren’t kept in the
center.

Heavy arms and munitions were held in special cases that fit into the false
floorboards of the rover car. Where they were going, they’d need every damned one
of them.

The Druma.

He jerked the satchel off his single bed and hurried down to the lower levels.
Half a dozen men were gathered, carrying similar bags, dressed in the homespun
robes of simple monks. Underneath they were tough as Unarion steel forged by fire
and blood. They’d all made vows to protect the Sophites unto death, and if Doran,
goddess of the afterlife, waited with arms outstretched at the end of this journey, so
be it.

Ronen turned as a small figure exited the arched doorway. A monk’s cowl was
pulled down low, obscuring the delicate features underneath. Hands were pulled up
under long sleeves and folded solemnly at the waist.

He should have known she would try to insinuate herself into the middle of
this very important mission.
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Ronen met her halfway to the rover cars. “You can’t come with us.”
Jerella squared her shoulders. “I am.”

“I can’t protect you and devote my attention to saving Kree.” He kept his voice
soft, yet firm. An argument from a Sophite priestess was the last thing he needed at
the moment.

“You see me as a burden where in truth, I'll be an asset.” She continued on to
the rover car. “Who is going to pick up her trail on the organic level if you lose 1t?”

“I won’t sacrifice your life for convenience.” He grabbed her under the arm,
pulling her up short. “We’ve already lost Siobhan.” He choked back emotion, gritting
his teeth. “We might yet lose Kree. I won’t lose you too.”

Jerella sagged against him. “I need to do this, Ronen.”

They had that compulsion in common. Finding Kree was essential to his soul.
He’d never be able to live with himself if he didn’t give this mission his undivided
attention. Complications in the form of a woman were not appreciated at this time.
However, her argument was the only one that prevailed.

“I'll need your promise you won't take unnecessary chances. You'll stay with
one of us at all times.”

The flash of laser blue eyes came from beneath the cowl. “I promise.”
“Then let’s leave.”

The group piled into the two rover cars, sitting on an entire arsenal of weapons
deep in the hidden subfloor.

The vehicle’s thrusters elevated them about three feet off the ground before
the car started forward down the long tree-lined drive leading to the main
causeway.

Traffic ambled by, slowed by the progression of a regiment of armed guards.
They marched in double time under the weary stares of Parakhan’s citizens. The
sight had become more common in the past weeks. The theocrats were gearing up
for something, increasing the presence of their personal army within the city
proper.

Tension hung in the air as Cahlen piloted the car into the fray. The sun shone
on the bleached white stone pillars that led into the square. The blinding light
reflected from the surface, casting the city in brilliant white.

At one time, the pillars had been carved with the pictorial history of the
Sophite leaders who claimed Parakhan for a religious seat. When the theocrats took
over, workers had been commissioned to file down the carvings and fill in the gaps
with a liquid chalk that hardened in the sun. For anyone who had never seen the
pillars in original form, the destruction was so seamless as not to be noticeable. For
those who did, the fact the pillars still stood after their desecration was salt in a
very deep wound.

Jerella kept her cowl up, hiding her face from citizens and soldiers alike.
Women were not allowed to take holy vows into the theocrats’ sacred orders. For
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some reason the priests were threatened by the female species—loathed them in
most cases. If Jerella intended to survive the mission, she had to stay well hidden.

Ronen studied her covered head. It seemed the little priestess had already
decided how best to play her part. She might be headstrong, but he doubted she was
foolish. Jerella had been an acolyte under Kree and stood in line to ascend to
premier when Kree returned to Mother Sopha on the golden throne.

“Quit staring at me, Ronen.” She patted her hip as she continued to gaze out
the window at the passing soldiers. “I am a deadly shot.”

“I know.” He faced forward again. “Chances are we’ll be stopped at the
checkpoint leaving the city. The cover story will be that we are heading to a
religious retreat at the coliseum in Masalong proper. You have taken a vow of
silence as penance for gossip.” Gossipers were also required to hide their faces from
society until their punishment term had lapsed.

Cahlen shot a glance at Ronen. “Then we need to find her a penitent’s mask.”

“Give me some credit. I'm way ahead of you.” Jerella stuck her hand in the
deep pocket of her robe and showed the edge of the penitent’s mask concealed there.
“It’s too hot to wear until we get closer to the checkpoint. I'll suffocate.”

The mask was made of deep red leather and covered the jaw to just below the
nose. She’d be able to breathe through her nose, but all air to her mouth would be
cut off.

Ronen hated like hell for her to wear the device, but for the disguise to work, it
was a must. It appeared she’d thought this trip through. But who had gone to her
tower chamber and given her the news of Kree’s message? When he discovered the
leak, the sentry would be reprimanded.

Taking chances with the lives of the Sophites was unacceptable—even if it was
her idea to accompany them.

The soldiers continued to file past the bewildered onlookers. Traffic moved
slowly to the gate. Pilgrims walked on sandaled feet, unable to afford either public
conveyance or private transport.

At this rate, they could have walked faster while carrying the luggage. Time
was of the essence. One lost minute might mean the difference between life and
death for Kree. The Fassin Plains were so far away. Across the desert.

The burning, Sopha-damned desert.

The closer the rover car crept to the gate, the more the traffic bottlenecked.
The checkpoint was overrun with soldiers, checking papers and deciding which
citizens would be allowed to venture to other territories and which turned away to
try another day.

Anger boiled in Ronen’s chest. Before the theocrats, people came and went
freely, without having to show papers or identification before exiting the city limits.
Now, all citizens were tagged. Some were even forced to wear tracking devices
hidden under their skin so the theocrats knew where they were at all times.
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Kree had dug hers out shortly after they’'d placed it in the skin behind her ear.
The irony was that the physician who implanted the device hadn’t known Kree was
the Sophite premier. He’d come with a band of soldiers to a park and rounded up all
the people enjoying a nice sunny day. They’d decided at random the fate of over one
hundred people, restricting their movements to the confines of Parakhan City.

Once the device had been removed, she hid it in a small charm dangling from
the temple cat’s jeweled collar. Anyone monitoring the movements of the tracker
would think Kree kept to the cloister.

It was an ingenious way to dispose of the hated item while making those in
power believe they still had the upper hand. Ronen did wonder how many other
such devices ended up under the skin of livestock.

The rover car rolled forward. A guard leaned into Cahlen’s window. Cahlen
handed the guard their forged papers. The guard gave them a cursory glance, not
looking much farther than the gold seal and crimson stamp on the bottom of the
page proclaiming them on official clerical business.

“Destination?” The word was barked.

“Masalong. A religious retreat and conference.”

The guard nodded his head to where Jerella sat. “You sure you want to take
him along?”

“We believe he will benefit from further instruction.”

The guard shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

He waved them through the gate.

Ronen watched in the mirrors as their fellow sentries were stopped and asked
the same questions. They caught up quickly as traffic eased on the causeway,
stretching out into six lanes.

As if the traffic allowed in and out of the city needed that many lanes these
days. Well, maybe coming in. People still sought to see the sights of the once-proud
city that had been the seat of the Sophite order.

By darkfall they’d made the edge of the desert. The dual moons were high.
Only a slice of each shone in the dark sky.

Cahlen spared Ronen a glance. “Do we make camp, or keep going?”

“Go. We wasted enough time. No telling what the Druma plan to do with her
once they get to the Plains.” He fisted his hand. Kree was armed and dangerous to
those who threatened her. If she’d made a move to defend herself, there was no
telling if she’d met her death or not. They’d not heard from her since she sent the
message to the cloister.

That worried him more than he let the others know.

Jerella had shed the penitent’s mask. Her head rested against the window. A
soft snore drifted from her open mouth.
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Static came through the radio speakers. Occasional guard transmissions
peppered the white noise. None of the talk had been immediate or cause for the
sentries’ concern. Most of the calls came from somewhere along the coast road,
which they were well away from at this point.

Ronen watched as Cahlen’s head bobbed more than once. “Pull off the road and
we’ll change drivers.”

“I'm fine.”
“You are not fine. You've been piloting this damn car for the past nine hours.”
“I've been at the toggle longer than that on trips.”

Ronen raised a dark brow at his sylvan—the rank just under his own of
captain. “Even though we no longer have an official order, I'm still your superior.
I'm ordering you to pull over.”

Cahlen did as told this time. The lights from the other rover car filled the back
window as it pulled in behind them.

“Who’s going to drive?”

Ronen got out to switch places with him. “I still remember how to operate a
rover car.”

Parras got out of the other vehicle. “What’s wrong?”

“Change drivers,” Ronen mandated as he got back into the rover car.

As he buckled his safety harness, a faint transmission came through the
speakers.

“Sophite premier and rogue Druma warrior located at safe house in the
Carlsbern Province. Exact location is currently being downloaded into the DRs—
data retrievals.”

Ronen stared ahead. They were at least three hours outside the southernmost
part of the Carlsbern Province.

“Any guards within the vicinity are urged to assist with apprehending the
fugitives.”

“Strap in.” It was a cursory command, issued only a second before he opened to
full throttle and the rover car rocketed back onto the road.

So, the Druma was a rogue? Ronen didn’t quite know if that news was to their
advantage or not. No telling what a bloodthirsty warrior would do to a lone woman
if he had nothing to lose.

If he tried to ransom her back to the theocrats so she could be tried as a
heretic, Kree was as good as lost to them.

“Did you get those coordinates?”

Cahlen tapped a DR he’d stolen off the body of a dead guard who’d wandered
too close to the cloister. “Oh yeah. We need to take the next access road and turn
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farther inland. According to this, the safe house is in the northeast corner of
Carlsbern.”

“How long until we reach our destination?”
“Several hours.”
That was not what he wanted to hear.
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Chapter Seven

Trails through the mountain were not built for speed. Leaves, brush, and
rushes covered the floor, making for a treacherous walk. However, the debris did an
admirable job of covering their tracks.

Eavan guided them through the tunnels without use of compass or GPS. It was
as if he knew instinctually where to go. Is this how the Druma moved through the
country like wraiths, showing up in improbable locations without being seen?

Kree followed him down a long shaft. They made a right turn and stopped.

“Damn the skies.” Eavan brushed his hand along the wall of rock that had
caved in at some point, filling the tunnel.

“What do we do now?”

He turned an enigmatic smile her way, so incongruous with the situation.
“There 1s always more than one path before us.”

“Is that a quote or condescension?”

“Neither. It’s one of the great truths handed down by my people from the
gods.”

He turned back the way they’d come. Instead of going back through the main
tunnel, he headed through a smaller side branch that veered left.

“If there was a cave-in in the big tunnel, it’s realistic to expect one here.” Kree
followed Eavan more slowly than before. The closeness of the walls pressed in on
her. It was like moving through an open tomb.

The air was thick with mold and dead things. More than one small creature
had met 1ts doom under the rock. Even with the collar on, there was too much
information for her senses to process. This far underground, thousands of years of
organic material had become one with the rock. The fossil records stored in the
walls would be a paleo-archaeologist’s dream come true.

Kree had lost all concept of time from the moment they entered the tunnel
system. However, her stomach gave out a loud growl. Hunger pains cramped her to
where she almost doubled over. Only by sheer will did she remain upright. She’d
show him no weakness while at his mercy. Not even that of her physical needs.

Heat shot to her face.

She had let him see how much she loved the call of the flesh. Even without the
itanie she’d been wondering how Eavan’s cock would feel inside her.
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The heights of pleasure they’d shared before drifting off into sleep had blown
her mind and senses wide open. It had been like nothing she’d ever experienced
with any of the temple sentries. Not even her frequent trysts with Ronen had been
as powerful. And Eavan had dampened her reception of power considerably when he
fastened the collar around her neck.

A quick step to the right and a jog down a short flight of stairs, and Eavan held
back a thick curtain painted to blend into the rock wall, camouflaging it from
anyone who had no knowledge of its existence.

“We’ll rest here for a while before pressing on.” He waited for her to step
through, then entered and pulled the curtain down again.

He set the flashlight on the ground and slung his pack off his shoulder. He
knelt beside it, rummaging inside. Kree watched as he pulled out a portable
campfire, a few small foil packets, and two thin thermal blankets.

“Not exactly all the comforts of home, but it will get us through the next few
hours.”

Kree noticed, not for the first time, the powerful charm of Eavan’s smile. How
1t made her heart beat 1n overdrive.

She cleared her head with a firm shake.

He was leading her to a destiny she had no control over, and here she was
wondering if he planned to eat her for dessert.

Just the thought had her wet and aching.

Eavan glanced at her over his shoulder. “Come and sit. Rest your feet and have
something to drink. We still have a long journey. You need to take every
opportunity you can to reenergize.”

With her rampant emotions and untrustworthy libido, she skirted the campfire
and sat opposite him. The bright blue flames gave his face an odd masklike glow.
He looked almost demonic in his expression.

Some would say the Druma sprang directly from Kasam’s—Lord of the
Underworld’s—very loins. Kree wasn’t so sure about that anymore. He’d confused
her when he ran from the guards. It was his job as an enforcer to turn her over to
the theocrats, not protect her from them.

She canted her head, staring at him over the flames as he took out a small
camp kit to heat their dinners. “Why’d you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Flee through the mountains instead of turning me in. I'm sure there’s a good
bounty on my head by now.” The thought of which made a small shiver run down
her spine.

“All will be revealed.”
“You said that before. I want answers not platitudes.”

“It’s still too dangerous.” His golden stare pierced her over the flames. His eyes
picked up the blue glow and took on an eerie green shade. “If we're captured, I'll be
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killed immediately as a traitor. There’s still a chance you might negotiate your
freedom.”

“You really are living in a dream world, warrior. The theocrats, once in
possession of me, will never let me go.” She took a deep breath, letting it out slowly.
Painful memories spiraled up to clog her throat. “Do you know why I was in Kemar
City?”

He only stared. Never gave an indication he’d heard her.

“I was there to pay respects to the woman who had trained me. The theocrats
and their enforcers hunted Siobhan down like a wild dog and murdered her.”

Angry tears filled her eyes. She blinked them back before he could see and
judge her for them. “No matter your reasons for abducting me, they will never be
good enough to justify why my life was spared and hers taken so arbitrarily.”

She watched his jaw work back and forth, as if grinding his thoughts through
his teeth and chewing them back.

“You want to say something, so out with it. I never suffered fools gladly as the
head of my own temple. I won’t do it now.”

“Was the enforcer who killed your Siobhan a Druma warrior?”

Shock had her blinking her eyes. “I don’t know. I wasn’t there when it
happened.”

Eavan held her gaze. “I can tell you with all certainty the enforcer was not one
of my people.”

“Youre awfully confident about the actions of your brothers-in-arms.”
Resentment laced her words, cut the air like a bitter blade.

“I am.” He held her gaze a few more beats, before turning his attention back to
their dinner.

The foil packets hissed over the fire. He pulled them back with the tips of his
fingers. Holding the end over a small bowl, he pulled a tab and the contents slid out.
Fragrant steam filled the air, teasing Kree’s stomach and palate.

Her belly let out another loud growl.

As he handed her the bowl and utensil, their fingers touched. A shock of power
arced in the darkness. Kree’s gaze flew to his.

He shrugged. “Static electricity. It happens in here sometimes.”

She doubted that very much. There was energy certainly, but nothing in their
area to conduct static. Skeptical, but not willing to make an issue of his lie, she took
the offered food and dug in.

The flavor slid over her tongue in heavenly splendor. There were many rituals
in the Sophite order that used food as a temptation and precursor to sexual rites.
She doubted the prepackaged trail rations provided by the Druma warrior could
hold up to the epicurean delights of a temple’s master chef, but at the moment she
had a hard time remembering any meal she’d appreciated more.
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* % %

Eavan watched the firelight play over Kree’s features. Everything inside him
went tight. He wished to reveal all to her, but knew to do so was sheer folly.

Her assessment was correct, no matter how he hated the thought—if the
guards captured her, they'd not hesitate to kill her. Her body would be tied to the
back of a speed-cycle and dragged through the desert. The jackals would catch her
scent on the wind and come to feast on her remains.

Eavan had seen it before.

Disgusted at the images flowing through his mind, he threw his bowl onto the
ground.

Kree looked up sharply. “Something wrong?”

“No.” He stood, moving to the far side of the cave to make their pallet beds.
When he completed the task, he took a clean pack from his bag and washed his
bowl.

Kree finished her meal, then held her hand out to him. “Give me one of those
and I'll take care of this.” She wiggled the bowl in his direction.

“I’ll finish here. You lie down and try to get some sleep.”

She narrowed her eyes. If he read her expression correctly, she wanted to
know why he acted so caring toward her.

He swallowed down the answers to her unasked questions. No, keeping the
reasons to himself served them both better for now. That was the plan he’d agreed
to before the elders. That’s the one he’d stick to. No matter how much he burned to
disclose all.

He watched from the corner of his eye as Kree moved to the pallet and crawled
under the thermo-blanket.

Eavan finished cleaning the bowl and packed the camp equipment away. He
doused the portable fire and set it aside to cool, then cut the light on the lantern to
conserve energy.

Anticipation swam in his veins. Being near her, lying on the cave floor beside
her was not going to make for a restful sleep. Not when the scent of her skin filled
his head. Not when the memory of her taste remained on his tongue.

If he made love to her now, he’d not be able to blame the itanie.

The bracelet on his wrist clinked as it brushed against the floor. One day she’d
understand the need for the extra precaution.

He lay down on his side, facing away from her.

“How much farther until we get to where we’re going?” Kree’s voice was a quiet
whisper in the dark. The intimate tone rippled over his skin, made his body stir.

“Days. It all depends on how much ground we can cover and how many tunnels
are blocked.” He turned to face her, unable to see her in the absolute darkness. “If
we need to double back, that will add distance and time.”
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“Is there a way to tell which tunnels are blocked before we take them?”

Eavan heard the tremor in her voice. She hated being inside the mountain. It
had added to her stress. As if being abducted by an enforcer wasn’t enough.

He reached out a hand, finding her despite the lack of visibility. It was as if
she called his touch like a lodestone. He ran his hand down the side of her face.
Emotion rose, hot and immediate.

Despite knowing rumors and innuendos about the Order of Sopha, there were
some aspects that remained a mystery. “How were you selected into your order?”

“The ability to sense the energy patterns only runs in certain families.
Occasionally there is an odd quirk of genetics that makes it appear in someone not
from a strongly Sophite family. Hardly ever. My adja is one such woman.”

“So the temple heads test female children from Sophite families to bring them
into the order?” He continued to stroke her skin. It was an action meant to calm, but
the tension in her body hummed, calling to his.

“In essence, yes.” She curled her hand around his. When he thought she’d push
him away, she covered her breast with his palm. “Sophites, especially we leaders,
are not used to abstaining from sexual release. I know you want to service me. I
give you permission.”

Service her? Yes, more than he’d ever wanted anything in his life. But the idea
she’d permit him to give her the orgasm she needed stuck like a burr in his leathers.

He turned to his other side again. “That’s nice to know. Now get some sleep.”

An outraged huff of breath stirred the back of his hair. Served her right. By
the blood of his ancestors there was no way he’d bend to her will. He might be her
sworn protector, but that didn’t mean his will cleaved to hers.

The Sophite premier’s influence came to an end when they stepped into lands
controlled by the Druma. That included the inside of the mountain.

Treat him like one of her sentries—not this warrior. He’d as soon have the
snake tattoo removed from his arm and be banished into the desert.

She’d learn she could not expect him to jump at her whims. Lovemaking was a
mutual experience, not one of unbalanced power. The Druma knew and understood
this. That’s why once a Druma took a mate, it lasted until one or both ceased to
breathe.

Eavan crossed his arms and stared off into the darkness. Angry energy poured
off Kree, pushing against the back of his head.

A smile stole across his face. He’d give her a day or two and then service her.
When he was good and ready. Until then, it would be fun to tease and tempt. Make
her beg instead of order.
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Chapter Eight

Ronen slowed the rover car as the sentries neared the coordinates of the safe
house.

They had arrived too late.

Acrid smoke billowed into the air, coming in the vents to choke the car’s
occupants. The damn guards had burned the place to the ground.

Laser burns—from a cannon, if the scorch marks on the ground were any
indication—scored the ground. By Sopha he hoped Kree had gotten out in time, had
found some alternate shelter.

He adjusted the dial on the field glasses to increase the range. The front door
of a garage had been pulled completely off the front of the house and left in the front
yard. The charred chrome of a speed-cycle resembled the exoskeleton of a dead bug.

Gorge rose in his throat. The fact the only means of transportation remained
at the safe house gave him a very bad feeling for Kree’s safety.

“Do you see any guards?” Cahlen assembled the heat sensor to scan the area.
“No.” Ronen lowered the glasses. “They probably torched and ran.”

Cahlen rolled down the window and held the wand, pointing it to the
smoldering building. “This will pick up any heat, including the embers. However, if
I see anything even remotely human shaped, we’ll have to pull back.”

“Unless the shape isn’t moving.” Ronen’s bitterness filled the quiet interior of
the rover car.

Jerella leaned forward between the seats. “Can you get any closer?”

“Not until I'm positive there aren’t guards still in the vicinity.” Ronen panned
the area to see if any lookouts remained to watch the safe house.

“With all the smoke and carbon covering the energy, I won’t be able to pick
anything up unless I'm right on top of it.” Jerella grabbed the handle and started
out of the rover car.

“Get back here!” Ronen threw the field glasses at Cahlen and went to follow
Jerella. “I've lost too many leaders lately. I won’t lose you too.”

The adja halted. Eyes as blue as the sky above cut him through. “She was my
mentor. I have a right—an obligation—to find her.”

“Don’t speak to me of obligations.” The constant press of them on Ronen’s
shoulders made his back feel like it would break. One day he’d snap like a tree
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under the weight of ice and snow. And still he pressed on. “I've known about
obligations since before you were old enough to leave your mother’s breast.”

She narrowed her eyes. Her nose inched into the air. “Until Kree is recovered,
I am the acting leader of the order. Don’t forget that.”

“And I am still the sentry captain. Your safety and my vows to protect you
supersede your foolish need to prove yourself. Now get in the rover car, or I'll have
Quillan take you back to the cloister.”

“No.” She turned and started the walk to the burned-out shell of the safe
house.

“Sopha preserve me,” Ronen mumbled. He rested his hand on the butt of the
stunner hidden under his robe. “You aren’t going to be able to go inside. It’s still
smoldering. Any information you can pick up will have to be obtained from outside
the structure.”

“You have no idea the range of my powers, do you?” The cryptic remark hung
on the breeze as Jerella stopped at a rocky outcrop. She scanned the immediate
area, eyes closed, hand stretched outward.

“I know the exact range of every Sophite’s powers.” He leaned in close to her.
“Do not underestimate the range of my knowledge.”

Her hand stalled on a direct line with the center of the smoldering shell.
“There’s something right there. It doesn’t feel right. Colder than stone.
Manufactured. I can’t feel anything on the other side.”

“Can you determine the size or shape?”
She moved her hand back and forth as if feeling the air for the answer.

Quiet descended. The only noises were the ambient sounds of local wildlife and
the breeze as it rustled leaves on the nearby trees.

“Rectangle.” She lowered her hand. “It’s a door. Cut into the mountain.”
An avenue of escape.
If it went into the mountain, was it an access to tunnels that went through?

Blood beat hard in his temples. His vision turned black around the edges. It
was too much to hope for. If the Druma warrior got Kree out of danger and they
were on the move, no telling where they’d end up.

Ronen choked down the anger that he’d be beholden to an enforcer for sparing
Kree’s life, but at this point he was only thankful it appeared she may not have
been killed by the guards.

“Come on. We won’t find any more information here to help us.”

Jerella lifted her head. Surprise was written on her face. “You don’t even want
me to verify she was here.”

Ronen pointed to the safe house. “That’s all the verification I need. That and
the coordinates where Kree was last seen by the guards. I doubt they tried to
confuse their fellow guards with inaccurate information.”
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He started back for the rover car. Soft footfalls scurried in the brush behind
him.

“Do you think we’ll find her, Ronen?”

“I'm going to try my damnedest.”

A gentle touch on his shoulder stalled him. “I know you love her.”

Ronen didn’t look at her. Shrugging off her hand, he started walking again.
His feelings for Kree were deep and complex.

And he’d never admitted them out loud.

He didn’t plan to start now, either. Not to her adja within hearing distance of
his men.

Who cared if he’d let his heart show upon his sleeve over the years? He'd
always done as his duty bade in protecting all the Sophites. On the nights Kree had
invited another to share her bed and body, he’d let the incident pass without
mention.

Sophites were allowed to pick and choose who among the sentries would
service them and when. It wasn’t up to the sentries to take what they wanted.

He fisted his hand in the fold of his robe.

When Kree turned of age and took her final vows, he’d been the one she

selected to spend that first night in her bed, bringing her to sexual and spiritual
pleasure.

The memory was sweet on his tongue and burned on his brain. She’d been like
hot, liquid silk in his arms.

They reached the rover car and climbed inside.

Ronen disregarded the speculative expression on Cahlen’s face. “Find the
quickest route around the mountain. They may be traveling through.”

“Is that even possible?” Cahlen frowned, taking out his handheld and tapping
in the destination to the nav center.

“When dealing with the Druma, it’s best not to underestimate them.” He
turned to Rhees in the backseat. “See how much information is available about the
Druma. Concentrate on any obscure legends or factoids you can find.”

Rhees began to work quietly in the backseat.

Jerella got in and strapped the harness across her chest. Her gaze met
Ronen’s. “What more do you need to know other than they’re murderers?”

“Apparently not all of them or he’d have killed Kree by now.”
“She might already be dead. Perhaps the guards used the fire to cover the
bodies?” Her voice caught, broke on the last word.

The adja was an emotional woman. She’d just taken her final vows and
completed the penetration ritual when the theocrats came to power and stripped the
Sophites of their order. Ronen had not been her choice of sentry to take her into the
next level of her talent, but from what he’d heard, the ritual had been a bitter
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disappointment for Jerella. There remained some pocket of power in her yet
untapped.

As far as Ronen knew, none of Jerella’s sentries had managed to release the
power.

She hadn’t asked any of the sentries who manned the cloister to relieve her of
the hindrance to using her full power. It was as if she’d given up hope.

Perhaps it was safer that way. When the adja came into her own, the powers
would be enough to devastate.

Then again...

He let his gaze follow the contours of her face, play across her lips. She was
certainly beautiful in her own right. She lacked the magnetism Kree had, but he
supposed others of their order had noticed her ripe body and pristine features. She
was one of the few Sophites who lived at the cloister. The constant temptation of her
lithe form had taken its toll on the sentries.

The other Sophites had taken lodgings in small apartments nearby, but far
enough away they did not fall under the guards’ suspicion.

He wondered if she’d be open to having him try to tap her power.
Jerella wiped at her face. “What?”
“Nothing. Just considering our options for future reference.”

Cahlen raised his head from studying the nav system. “There is an express
route a couple of hours from here. It doesn’t say how well it’s maintained, but we
can cut at least a day or two off travel—barring unforeseen problems.”

Ronen started the vehicle. “Relay the information to the others.”

Thoughts of Jerella and her dormant powers receded into the farther reaches
of his mind. The only thing that mattered now was finding Kree.

They stopped some time later to make camp as they came down into a gully
between two mountains. The going was slow and laborious, both mentally and
physically. Ronen’s nerves were shot. Anxiety danced across his senses. He’d not
rest easy until he verified Kree was alive.

He fisted his hand.
Keep it together. You'll do Kree no good if you drive yourself mad.

He stretched out his hand, as if releasing the emotion with the action, and
went back to work, setting up a makeshift bed.

Darkness had fallen an hour before, and the twin moons shone bright enough
above to see well without camp lights. The sentries set up their sleeping pallets in a
circle. Jerella would sleep in the middle, protected by the sentries. All had
stunners—set to kill—near at hand.

Ronen looked around, doing a quick head count as he watched his men to
ensure no one had wandered too far from camp. One small figure was conspicuously
absent.
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“Sopha!” Ronen swore under his breath and stood. “Has anyone seen Jerella?”

Several of the men turned their heads, but no one confessed to seeing her leave
the campsite.

Ronen took off into the woods, looking for a flash of bright white among the
dark foliage. Where could she have gotten to and why? If she had to relieve herself,
she should have told one of them, and they could have gone with her. Modesty had
no place in such a wilderness. Not with the bounty on her Sophite head. An adja
was just as much a threat to the theocrats as the premier herself.

Twigs snapped and leaves rustled under his heavy footfalls. If he were trying
to sneak up on someone, he’d have given his position away. Where had she gone?

Stupid woman.

Sometimes he really wanted to shake her. What was it about Jerella that
irritated the hells out of him? Was it the fact she was so stubborn she refused to use
common sense to guide her? It was as if she had to prove herself at all cost.
Unfortunately the greatest cost would be her life.

The order simply couldn’t afford to lose another Sophite. Not and survive.

He pushed back a swath of branches and beheld a lake sparkling in the moons.
Near the bank sat a boulder as big as the rover car. A figure lay on top, moon kissed
and glowing with ethereal energy. Jerella had shed her robes and absorbed the
moons’ rays through the phosphorescent alleles in her body.

Renewing the source was an important part of the Sophite sense of well-being.
They’d been traveling so hard since receiving the message from Kree, there hadn’t
been time to allow Jerella such a basic necessity. For that, he felt shame. He’d
slacked on his sworn duty.

Arrested by the beauty of the moment, Ronen let out a sigh and stood back to
protect Jerella from a distance until she was ready to return to camp.

Slowly she sat up and turned to him. “Ronen.”

He came from the brush a few steps. “I didn’t know where you’d gone. You
didn’t leave word you needed time to rejuvenate.”

“You were busy.” She slid down the boulder and came forward, forgoing her
robes that sat in a forgotten puddle on the ground by the boulder. She lifted her
hand. “Come, Ronen.”

Heat sang in his veins.

He might love Kree, but he’d never once turned down the offer of servicing
another Sophite. It went against his vows as a sentry captain to do such. There was
no honor in refusing. Judging from the way Jerella moved with sensual grace, she
was in desperate want of sexual release.

The energy gathering must have aroused her.

Ronen closed in on her but made no move to touch her. Moonlight played over
her fair skin, turning it to pearl. The faint glow increased, grew brighter with every
breath. Her breasts were small but perfect. They rose and fell, hypnotizing Ronen.
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The nipples were hard little peaks, begging to be warmed in the hot recesses of his
mouth.

“Kree always said you're the best of all the sentries.” Her gaze met and held
his before sliding away. He watched her swallow and move her arms around in a
nervous way. As if she didn’t know what to do with them.

Was she afraid of him when it came to her sexual needs? Why? He’d never
given her reason to fear him. He needed to put her at ease. “I live to serve the
Sophites in all things.”

“You may serve me, but you don’t like me.”

“I never said that, Jerella. Not once in the years I've known you.” Now he
touched her, running his hand down the side of her face, along the strong muscle at
the side of her throat and on down to her collarbone. “You are delicate, yet strong.
Beautiful, but untouchable. You want so much to prove yourself and at the same
time undermine your power by doing so.”

She glanced up. “How?”

“You don’t listen to those who wish to protect you.” He let his hand slide away
from her but not before grazing his knuckles across her left nipple.

Her breath hitched, then released on a soft moan. “I'm a Sophite adja. I can
command you to my will.”

Ronen took a step back, proving his point. “And that’s exactly what I mean.
You command when asking is more prudent. You shout when a whisper is needed.
You wander off into the woods when staying closer to camp is the smartest course.”

Her head canted to the side. “Why should I ask?”

There was that haughty attitude again. He wondered sometimes if it was
because she was from a family who had no Sophites in the bloodline. She was an
anomaly among her kin. Her education in the finer points of being a Sophite leader
were lacking. For that he blamed Kree.

“Because even though we sentries are devoted in our service to the Sophites,
we are still people, full of feelings and emotions. We deserve to be treated with
respect and dignity. We are here because we want to be. Not because we were sold
into servitude.”

Jerella held her hands behind her back, her head bowed. The position threw
her shoulders back. Her small, pert breasts thrust outward. Ronen had a hard time
looking anywhere else but at the tempting display before him.

His cock began to harden under the ecclesiasts’ robe. During his tenure in the
sentries, he’d sampled more female flesh than a male prostitute. He never tired of
it. The fact he’d never tasted Jerella sent anticipation rolling through his body.

Perhaps that was about to change.

“If T had selected you to be my first, to perform the penetration ritual on me,
would you have?”
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Ronen lifted her chin so she had to look at him. “I would have been honored,
Jerella.”

She let out a sigh. “Will you service me?”

Ronen didn’t answer but pulled her to his chest, lifting her slightly as he did.
He rotated his hips forward so she felt his erection. There was no mistake he was
ready and able to provide the release she so desperately wanted. Truth be known,
he needed some relief himself.

When he started to kiss her, she pulled her face away.
Odd.

“No. No kissing.”

He fell back on his role of sentry and servicer to the Sophite. Let her show him
where and how she wanted release. “As you wish, Adja.”

She slid down him, then pulled him back toward the lake. When she reached
the boulder she rounded the side facing the water. “Take off your robe.”

He did so, pulling it over his head, and spread it out on the sandy ground.
Jerella took a place on the garment. She lay back, spreading her thighs for him.

Even in the dim light provided by the moons and the faint glow that still
emanated from her skin, Ronen could see Jerella’s nervous, almost jerky
movements. Where had the grace she normally moved with gone?

He admitted he was at a loss. She acted as if she’d never done any of this
before but had read it in a book. Her false bravado had deserted her.

Ronen ran a hand up her thigh and over the crest of her slim hip. “Relax. I
wouldn’t hurt you for the world.”

“Of course not. Why would you?”

This was not going to go well if she didn’t trust him and give over to the
pleasure of the moment. “Do I scare you? Or intimidate you?”

She turned her face away again. “You're Ronen.”
Surprise stalled him in the gentle pursuit of her belly. “And that means?”

“You are the pinnacle. The premier’s favorite.” She trembled. “The captain of
the sentries.”

Ronen stretched out beside her. “I still fail to see your point. Someone has to
lead the sentries. If not me, someone else. Cahlen perhaps. Or Quillan.”
“No. There is no one else.”

Oh Sopha. Had little Jerella fallen for him? Is that why the hesitancy to ask
him to service her needs? How to navigate the minefield of emotions and not break
her heart or spirit? She already knew his feelings for Kree, though he’d kept them
close to his heart.

Slowly, he brought his fingertips up to trace a slow circle around each nipple.
The points were hard as little daggers.

A moan escaped her throat. He replaced his finger with his tongue.
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Her back arched.

Sometimes words were too much. If he did anything she didn’t like, he had
every confidence she’d let him know. He worked his way down her body, placing
little licks and nips down the center.

She ran her hand through his hair as he neared the juncture of her thighs.
Soft, silky hair covered her mound. Light blonde, it glowed in the moonlight as
much as she did. The sweet, musky scent of aroused woman filled his nostrils,
excited his senses.

Ronen parted her legs wider, dipping his tongue in to find her clit. His tongue
met with the wettest pussy he’d ever had the pleasure to lick. She tasted clean and
innocent. It was a heady flavor he wanted to savor and pull into his mouth, roll it
over his palate.

Jerella moaned beneath him. Her hips bucked against his face as he worked.
He circled his arms around her upper thigh, bringing his hand in through the
underside of her leg. The wet slide of her lips parted as he slid his index finger into
her tight sheath.

By all the deities!

No cunt had ever pressed tighter or harder against his finger. It was as if she
were forcing her muscles to contract into a viselike channel.

How had she risen to the rank of adja and maintained such an inner core of
fear and anxiety about the sex act? It wasn’t something Ronen was used to when
dealing with a Sophite. Historically, the order embraced sexual gratification in all
forms. Some of the practitioners even pleasured one another before taking that final
vow in the penetration ceremony.

Jerella’s reaction begged the question if she had been so uptight with all the
sentries, or was this a fear she developed with him?

The only way Ronen knew to ease her anxiety was to continue to stroke, tease,
and suck her into orgasm. Maybe then she would settle into riding the tide of
pleasure rather than fighting it.

He moved his finger in and out, going as high into her tight passage as
possible. On either side of his face, her thighs trembled. Whispered words fell from
her mouth, but Ronen was too busy enjoying the act to listen.

A light caress ran down his spine. He longed to feel her hands cup his balls
and stroke his shaft, but she came nowhere near the area. Matter of fact, other than
the gentle glide of her hand up and down his back, she didn’t touch him at all.

As the captain, it was part of his duty to ensure all Sophite acolytes received
the same educational benefits throughout their training. No matter the subject. For
a sexual mystic, Jerella’s knowledge of lovemaking was sorely lacking. The woman
was in desperate need of some additional tutoring.

He’d discuss the matter with her at another time.

At the moment, he was too busy concentrating on drawing out her reaction to
think of an extra curriculum. Regardless of whether she was uptight, Ronen wasn’t.
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He enjoyed having the taste of woman on his tongue. Loved the flavor and scent.
Enjoyed the way women responded to his ministrations. The lifting of hips to gain
more sensation. The soft moans and heavy breathing when the subject neared
orgasm.

He held her clit clasped between his teeth and flicked it with punishing
strokes. Jerella lifted her bottom off the ground. She held his back with both hands,
almost in a sitting position.

A long anguished sigh fell. Cool air bathed his back as she lay back again. Her
pussy contracted around his finger as she came.

Ronen didn’t draw the experience out, didn’t let her catch her breath before he
turned and thrust his cock into her hot, tight passage. He clamped his teeth
together to keep from moaning loudly. The sound stalled in his throat, rumbled
through his chest.

Damn the skies, she felt so good around him.

Like a burning, velvet cocoon filled with the sweetest wetness.

He thrust over and over, going balls-deep into her. Jerella thrashed and
moaned under his assault. Then she tightened all around him, her hips lifting
again.

Oh please don’t come yet, sweetheart. The words were clamped between his
teeth, held on the tip of his tongue. It felt way too good to want it to end so soon. If
she came now, he’d lose it.

“Ronen.”

It was a plea. A prayer.

“I'm here.”

“Please...touch my clit.”

Jerella let off enough light now, Ronen could have read the entire ecclesiasts’
missives by it. She burned hot and bright.

He braced his hand on her mound and let his thumb stroke her with each hard
thrust of his hips.

“Oh Sopha.” She threw her head back and let out a low, strangled cry.

Lost, Ronen followed her into orgasm. He closed his eyes against the emotion.
It had been weeks since he’d come inside one of his beloved Sophites. The fact it was
Jerella made it all the sweeter.

Stars burst behind his eyes as the hot rush left his body. He continued to
thrust through the crisis, milking all sensation from her. As he waited for reality to
return, Ronen held his arms locked, refusing to collapse on top of her. She was so
delicate and fragile. The discrepancy in their sizes was not lost on him, especially
after having been inside her.

The light in her skin rapidly faded. Disappointment had the ability to diminish
the phosphorescent properties in a Sophite. He knew it wasn’t due to lack of sexual
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satisfaction. She’d come hard, his cock shuddering at the power of her orgasm. The
reason for her letdown had nothing to do with the act but something more.

Ronen brushed the hair from her face. “What’s wrong?”
She shook her head. “It didn’t work.”

He rolled off her. Perhaps the time to bring up her core of anxiety had
presented itself. “You need to let go, Jerella. You hold too much back.”

She rose and walked to the water. There were no protestations or defenses.
Ronen hoped she took his words to heart and at least considered them. If he gave
her the tools, or at the very least a reason to acknowledge the problem might be
intrinsic, she might work out a conclusion that tapped into her hidden powers.

Ronen joined her at the water. They bathed in a silence only broken by the soft
splashes they made. If he concentrated hard enough, he was sure he’d be able to
hear her mull over his observation.

In all honesty, he’d never known a Sophite, particularly an adja, who found it

1impossible to tap into all her powers after the penetration ritual. But standing on
the banks of an unknown lake, Ronen vowed to help her solve her dilemma.
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Chapter Nine

“I can’t see a damn thing.” Kree held her hand to the cavern wall. The
temperature inside had dropped at least fifteen degrees. The slope they navigated
dropped even farther, taking them straight into the bowels of the mountain.

The floor was slick with water and some kind of fungus. It was probably better
that she couldn’t see. The borrowed shoes she wore kept sliding in the muck. More
than once she’d had to grab the back of Eavan’s shirt to keep from tumbling them
both forward.

Eavan waved the flashlight beam back and forth, trying to light as much of the
way for them as possible.

“How much longer until the floor levels out again?”
“About another two hours.”
In two hours she’d be dead from falling and breaking her neck.

The tunnel they had been walking was another casualty of a cave-in. Eavan
had taken them down an access passageway until they came to the current one.

Kree had not enjoyed the change of route.

She was positive that a few times she’d heard something moving either behind
or in front of them.

“Do you need a rest?” Eavan slowed his pace a bit.

Kree ground her back teeth together to keep from begging him to stop. “No. I
just wondered how much longer.”

A brief burst of what might pass for laughter was quickly covered by a cough.
“There is a side room where we can stop, if you wish. It has a spring running
through it.”

A spring? She tried not to moan. A place to soak her poor, abused feet would go
a long way to making her feel better. “If you want to stop, we can. Or we can push
on. It doesn’t matter to me.”

Her tongue should fall out with enormity of her lie. She lifted her eyes
heavenward, mouthing forgiveness to Sopha.

“It’s just ahead.” Eavan continued moving down the passageway. The walls
narrowed. At one point he had to turn sideways to get through.

Kree slipped through, brushing both her arms against the wall. Something
sharp scraped her skin, stinging. “Ow.”

She stopped and felt her arm. Her fingers came away sticky with blood.
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“What’s wrong?” Eavan turned back, shining the flashlight low, as not to blind
her.

“Nothing. I got too close to the wall.” She tried to push past him, but he
blocked her way.

“No. Let me see.”

“It’s nothing. Let’s get to the spring, and I'll be able to better assess.”

Eavan made a grab for her arm. “You're bleeding.”

“Don’t look so astounded. I do have blood, you know.” She jerked her arm from
his grasp.

His expression softened. “I know you do. I just want to ensure that the injury
wasn’t caused by some of the cavern wildlife.”

“What kind of wildlife?” She looked at her arm. The sleeve of her shirt was
ripped.

“There is a form of scorpion down here that is highly toxic. One drop of the
venom is enough to fell ten men.”

She shot him a look. He wasn’t kidding.

“But if it stung me, I'd be writhing on the ground, gasping for air by now,
right?”

“Most likely.” This time when he picked up her arm, she let him inspect the
injury all he wanted. “It looks like a scratch. Must have been a sharp spot on the
rock. We'll still need to clean it well. Some of the moss and molds have their own
bacterial or venomous secretions.”

“Then what are we waiting for? Let’s get to the spring and clean me up.”

Eavan took her by the hand, leading her down the passage. The floor sloped
sharper than before, making the walk even more treacherous.

He turned abruptly, pulling her down yet another tunnel. The sound of
rushing water echoed off the cave walls. The farther they moved, the louder the
sound grew.

That didn’t sound like a spring. More like a full-blown river. She inched closer
to Eavan’s back.

He stopped and bent down. “Let me get out the campfire so we have more
light.”

Reluctantly, Kree let go of his hand. She scanned the room for any wildlife.
The only organics she sensed were Eavan and her. There were some fish in the
turbulent water, following the river flow.

The pale blue light of the portable fire glowed off the cavern walls. Crystals
glittered in multicolored brilliance.

She held her breath. “It’s beautiful.”
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Eavan looked up from where he continued to root in the pack. “Kind of a
shame it’s in the heart of the mountain. Not many people get to see or appreciate
the beauty here.”

Kree held out her hand to the wall. The crystals sang with energy. If she had
her collar off, she’d probably be out of her head with the cacophony. For the first
time she was grateful for the metal shackle around her neck.

“Take off your shirt.”

Eavan stood in front of her. Above the roar of the water, she hadn’t even heard
him move.

“Why?”
“Because I want to see how badly you're hurt.”

The suggestion alone made her nipples pebble. But after the way he’'d rejected
her before they napped, she’d be damned before she’d offer him her body again.

She slid the shirt up, only far enough to get her arm out. Eavan’s face went
into shadow as he bent to study the injury, but she was sure she saw the flash of his
teeth as he smiled.

He wiped an astringent pad across the surface. It burned, but Kree didn’t say a
word to let him know how badly.

“You're lucky. It’s definitely a scratch. A scorpion would have left a puncture
mark along with its stinger in the wound.”

“You should have told me about the scorpions and venomous plant life before
we came down here.” She shrugged her arm away from him.

“What difference does it make? You would have come down here with me
regardless.”

“At the time, I didn’t have a choice. I realize this, but it doesn’t mean you had
to withhold the dangers from me.” Kree tried to stomp off, but the nimbus of light
from the campfire and flashlight didn’t penetrate far enough to ensure she didn’t
fall into the river.

Eavan gave that deep, throaty chuckle again and took her by the hand. The
sound irritated her on a primal level. She hated being laughed at, especially by
someone holding her captive. Not to mention the warm velvet of his voice made her
nipples painfully erect.

One of the benefits of being a sexual mystic was the power over her own body
and its reactions to sexual stimuli—so far that hadn’t been the case around Eavan.
He'd robbed her of her freedom and her control. Even now, irritated as she was, she
wanted to feel him on her and in her, giving her the ultimate pleasure.

“Watch your step.” Eavan’s hand tightened on hers as they stepped up a small
slippery lip to the edge of a pool.

He helped her as she sat on the wet rocks. Quickly, she removed her shoes and
dipped her feet into the cool water.
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Pure bliss ran through her system. The water was alive with vibrations from
plant life growing at the bottom. There were healing properties here. The energy
frequencies swirled around her ankles, ran between her toes.

Kree tipped her head back, looking up at the sparkling ceiling, and
concentrated on the energy moving around her. “I think we should stay here for a
while.”

“Is that a fact?” He leaned over, dragging his fingers through the water.

“I know you’re anxious to get wherever it is you're taking me. I can’t say I feel
the same.” She rubbed the collar. “I know our beliefs are different, but I like my life.
I like drawing breath and feeling the wind on my face.” She kicked her feet back
and forth. “Water between my toes.”

“I don’t know how else to convince you I mean you no harm.” He lifted his
hand, rubbing her back in a slow, comforting caress. “You have to take it on faith.”

“Faith.” Kree snorted. “I'm running a little low on that lately.”

“It’s the darkness.” Eavan leaned over and brushed his lips against her
forehead. “You’re made for sunshine and light. The dark pulls the energy from you.”

Warmth spread from his lips to surround her. He pulled her into his arms. “I'll
get you to the light again. You just have to trust me.”

“You're making that very hard.” She tipped her head back to look into his face.
“How can I trust you, if you won’t tell me where we're going or what happens when
we get there?”

Time stood suspended between them, measured only in the breaths he took
before lowering his mouth to hers.

The same unchecked arousal she’d felt at the safe house consumed her. This
time no itanie sang in her system.

She ran her hands up his shoulders and into his thick mane. Their tongues
tangled, sliding back and forth against each other. Eavan walked his hands slowly
around her body to cover her breasts. A moan left her mouth to fill his.

He traced the tips of his fingers around her nipples.

Kree arched her back, allowing more of her breast to fill his hand. This time he
moaned.

Then he lifted her up from the pool, her face to the cave wall. He yanked her
bottoms down her legs until they pooled on her wet feet. Her lips parted, eyes slid
closed. He snaked his hand around her, finding her without error, and stroked his
long fingers over her clit. Kree lost herself to a thousand hungry sensations
coursing through her body.

Eavan pressed his lips against her ear. Words in his mother tongue filled her
head, none of which she understood but knew intimately their intent. From the way
his hands slid over her so softly, she had to be s