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The Elect

They aren’t human. They’re the next step in evolution, and they’re hiding in plain sight. Their senses are sharper, finely honed. Stronger. Smarter. Faster. Nature has created the perfect predator.

Welcome to the top of the food chain.

Life evolves, and for humanity the next step has arrived. The Elect are here, and all they want is to be left alone. But a malevolent unknown force is gathering against them. Driven by fear, the Stirling Institution has figured out humanity is not alone and is determined to destroy the threat. They’ve operated in secrecy while investigating the new species, but now they’re prepared to attack.

The Elect are in a fight for their very existence, but first they have to find the people trying to destroy them.


Chapter One

Arson investigator Mallory Littman pulled up to the call box at the imposing gates and took a deep, fortifying breath. The high walls concealed a very exclusive, very private community. Apartments, houses—heck, even a small town complete with schools. All of that was a few miles from her current location, though, and not her destination. She was going to one of the few houses that sat alone, where Braxton Lee, president of Lee Enterprises and leader of the Elect, lived and worked. It was amazing the place was such a well-kept secret. Mallory wondered—not for the first time—how long that would last.

The people who called themselves the Elect looked human, but they weren’t. Maybe they’d evolved alongside humans or maybe they were something new. That’s what their scientists believed, but Mallory wasn’t so sure. They were definitely different. Most were telepaths, but that wasn’t what set them apart. Plenty of humans were too. They were, however, stronger, faster and smarter. And insanely protective and possessive. They created a mental bond with their mates and rarely split up. And she was both one and not one of them. Usually their offspring were Elect. But not always. She should know. Her father and brothers were Elect, but despite having some unusual talents of her own, Mallory’s DNA was as human as her mother’s.

With a shake of her head, she leaned on the buzzer. She didn’t have time to ponder the intricacies of interspecies mating. She had a case to finalize, even though the official report would be a farce, and she needed Esme’s signature. But more importantly, Brax, Esme’s mate, was waiting on the information Mallory had gathered on the Stirling Institute, the mysterious group that was suddenly much too curious about the Elect. But hell, she wasn’t looking forward to going inside the compound. She knew who else was behind those damned gates. She used to live in there with him. 

Three long, lonely fucking years ago. She snorted. Well, actually there hadn’t been any fucking over those three years, come to think of it. There should have been. If she had any damned sense she would have taken care of that as soon as she’d recovered. Instead, she’d waited. 

She’d thought at first that Zach would stop blaming her. That he would come around. She didn’t lose their child on purpose, after all. But she’d rarely seen him since that night. The first year they’d had very little contact. An email, the occasional phone call. She figured they’d both been too emotionally shattered. Later they’d tried face-to-face meetings. Dinners that started out well, but ended with both of them pissed off and bitter. He didn’t like the life she’d chosen, refused to bend even a little. Refused to see that she was a strong, independent adult. She didn’t need a man to take care of her. She could handle that herself, thank you very much. He thought she was weak. She’d made herself strong. He thought she needed a protector. She’d made herself a guardian. 

And still, he stayed away. 

She was surprised at how much that still hurt, but she sighed and bucked up and pushed the call button. He didn’t want her, so he probably wouldn’t even be around. But if that were true, why wouldn’t he sign the freaking divorce papers? She’d sent them twice in the last six months. Both times they were returned in shreds. And she was honest enough to admit a part of her was relieved. They couldn’t go on as they had. She ignored the tiny hope that there might be a way to repair their relationship.

The call box hissed. “Mallory Littman,” she said into it. “I have an appointment with Brax.” 

They knew who she was. She wasn’t giving them more explanation than that. The voice on the other end surprised her, though. It was warm, welcoming and teasing, a familiar voice she was grateful to hear. She’d grown up in this compound, gotten married in it. Maybe she shouldn’t have stayed away so long.

“Returning to the fold, Mallory? Come on up,” Gabe said. 

Her moment of pleasure was gone with a snap. She pushed down a surge of acrimony as she drove through the gates. Returning to the fold? Not likely. She wasn’t one of them. Her father and brothers were Elect, but she wasn’t. If it were up to her she wouldn’t have to deal with any of them at all. So why hadn’t she left Tampa? Why did she stay within range of temptation? She tamped down that thought. She’d learned the hard way how to hide her emotions from the Elect. It was the only way to survive in their midst. 

A guard was waiting for her on the circular drive in front of Brax’s house and she left the keys in the ignition when she stepped out. He’d park it close by while she dealt with those inside. She didn’t plan on being here long. This case was going nowhere and she knew it. It was aggravating, but when Braxton Lee decided to bury something, it stayed buried. And she didn’t really disagree with his actions. She didn’t want to expose her family any more than he wanted to expose the rest of the species.

She didn’t wait for anyone to let her in, and it was like a time warp. Rocky Horror, here we come. Not one damned thing had changed about the gracious, spacious entryway. God, she’d loved this house. Loved living in it with Zach. Shit. It was time to leave Tampa. Time to leave Florida, and she knew it. He wasn’t coming around and she could get a job anywhere. She just needed that damned divorce. Why wouldn’t he give her that? He didn’t want anything to do with her so what would it hurt? 

And please God, don’t let me run into him now. She was weak where he was concerned and she knew it. She’d tried in the beginning to get him back, allowing her brothers, who were worried about her mental state and what Zach might do to make it worse, to act as intermediaries. When that didn’t work, she’d tried on her own. Not that it had made a difference. He didn’t want her. He considered her inferior. Weak. 

She trembled but straightened her spine. Asshole. If he didn’t want her, he should let her go. Not that she’d take him back now anyway. There was just…too much bad history. Wasn’t there?

She walked into the huge foyer, went straight to Brax’s office, and son of a bitch, Zach was there. Her body responded immediately and she knew herself for the liar she was. 

Just the sight of him still made her pussy clench with need. She shoved her hands into her loose work pants and dug her fingernails into her palms, but the pinch of pain didn’t reduce her arousal. She hoped her expression was calm enough and she ignored Zach, turning instead to Brax. He was in charge, after all.

“Hello, Brax,” she said, genuinely happy to see him. Mason and Gabe were also in the room, and she nodded a greeting to them.

He’d always been nice to her. He smiled back her like he hadn’t just seen her a couple days ago and came around his desk. Of course, at the time she’d been stitching up a scratch from a bullet graze that Esme had received when she and Brax had been attacked. His hands gripped her upper arms and he leaned down to kiss her forehead. She ignored the growl behind her.

“You look good,” he said, stepping away.

She grinned and shrugged one shoulder. “I guess you could say I’ve come into my own.” 

She knew what a dig that was and was unrepentant. Zach had abandoned her when she was twenty-five years old. She’d taken a break from the fire department to get a nursing degree, something Zach had wanted her to do. Something safe. 

After her miscarriage, she’d finished the degree and returned to the fire department. There was no reason not to. She was independent. Her choices were her own. It may have been lonely, but it was a satisfying life and she didn’t regret it. 

Zach, however, was making his displeasure clear. He was still in position near the door, his antagonism a tension that seemed to grate against her skin. It pissed her off and she turned to confront him. 

“What is your problem?” she snapped. 

“Maybe I don’t like my wife doing such a dangerous job.” 

She cocked an eyebrow. “You really need to sign that paperwork, then. I haven’t been your wife for three years. I failed your test, remember?” she asked sweetly and was rewarded by a stricken look. 

“I never said that.” 

“Oh yeah, honey, you did.” 

He took an aggressive step forward. “When? When did I ever say that?” 

She frowned at him. What the hell was going on here? She shook it off. What did it matter? 

“It’s been three years, Zach. You’ve had plenty of time to revisit this.” She paused. “And that is not why I’m here. I have an investigation to finish and a report to make. Not old history to rehash.” 

This time even her feeble human senses felt the anger and danger in the air. She almost took a step backwards before reminding herself he’d never hurt her. 

“You’re not done with that history, sweetheart,” he snarled before casting a commanding look around the room. “I need a minute with my wife,” he bit out. 

The office cleared in half a second flat, and she backed up warily. She’d never seen him like this. He’d occasionally been exasperated or irritated with her, but never out of control. This was a different Zach. And that was bad. Real bad. Her clit throbbed at this display of power. He stalked closer until she’d backed up to the wall. His hands slammed into the wall around her shoulders and his body pressed against hers, his erection impossible to miss. 

“Don’t do this, Zach,” she begged. “Don’t make me hurt like that again. It’s just mean, and you aren’t a cruel man. I know you aren’t.” 

She’d beg if she had to. She couldn’t take another desertion like that. The old fear rose again, that even if she took him back, even if she gave up the part of herself that wanted to stand on her own and leaned against him…even if she did those things, what if she didn’t live up to his expectations? She couldn’t take another loss like that. It would destroy her and she knew it. And as easily as he’d always done, he read her thoughts as they flew through her mind.

“What the fuck are you talking about, Mallory? I never left you. You gave up on me. Your brother came to me after the last time I saw you. That was what? Seven months ago?” 

Seven months, three days and about twelve hours. But who was counting? She shook her head violently. “I didn’t send him. I wouldn’t.” 

And that was a total lie. Well, she hadn’t sent him, but she’d cried on the shoulder of her oldest brother, Brad. She shouldn’t be surprised he’d taken matters into his own hands.

His eyes lit with understanding and fury. “Your family has always interfered.” 

She shook her head again, but she couldn’t really argue with his statement. She was the youngest. She had three older, Elect brothers, and protecting her was in their DNA as much as it was in Zach’s. If one of them had gone to him, it wasn’t to keep Zach and Mallory apart. They wouldn’t do that to her. They wouldn’t keep her from her husband. Her mate. It would have been to force him to act. They knew the pain she lived with. 

“Do you still blame me?” he asked, and though the question was out of the blue, she knew exactly what he was talking about.

Fuck. She squeezed her eyes shut and banged her head back against the wall as she suddenly remembered Zach rushing into the room the night of her miscarriage. She’d forgiven him years ago, she thought, but the things he’d said, the questions he’d asked… She’d been willing to let it all go. He was the one trying to drag history into the present. They’d managed to avoid this conversation for three years. Why now? Did she want to hear explanations now? Rehash the past now? She’d thought she was over the past and ready to move on.

She wrapped her arms around her stomach and knew they couldn’t avoid it anymore. She’d always miss feeling the life quicken in her belly. She’d always remember what happened after.

“Do you remember what you said? How you reacted?” she asked, striving to keep her voice cool. Composed. “I did not send my brother to fight my battles for me, but can you blame him for taking steps to protect me now? And what did you do? Just let him warn you off?” 

She wasn’t sure if she should be pissed off or hurt. Probably both. “You should have contacted me about this, but that’s always been the problem, hasn’t it, Zach? You’re great at ordering. Not so good at talking and listening.”

 

He knew he’d fucked up. He’d accused her of not following his orders, of doing something, anything that would miscarry their child. He’d been scared out of his fucking mind. He hadn’t just lost the child, the son, but almost lost his wife. She’d waited so long to call him. Waited until she hoped he was done with his research for the day. It was a bitter pill to swallow. She’d believed his work was more important to him than she was and given his behavior towards her the last three years, he couldn’t blame her.

At first she’d kept their contact limited to the occasional email or phone call, and he’d allowed it. He’d been harsh and cruel and hadn’t spent the time he should have with his wife. He’d lost himself in work and by the time he thought she might have recovered, she’d made a life for herself. He was still stunned she’d done it without him. And damned proud.

But like an idiot, when she’d finally agreed to see him, he hadn’t told her that. Instead he spent those rare hours trying to convince her to move back in with him. To quit the job she clearly loved and excelled at. Because whether she wanted to admit it or not, there was an element of danger to it and the idea of losing her permanently was paralyzing.

Their last confrontation was the worst and he knew that was the proverbial straw for her. The divorce papers had shown up a few days later and he’d thought for a time maybe he could let her live her own way. But damned if he could keep living without her. It was a gnawing ache in his gut that grew worse all the time. He had to try to fix this. Especially now that she’d walked back into his life.

And, damn, his reaction to her hadn’t changed one bit. He was hurting, aching to bury himself inside her. He’d been so fucking afraid of that when he’d claimed her. She may have been in her early twenties, but she’d had an innocence that held him back. She wasn’t innocent now. She was harder, tougher. He’d let her suffer through the loss of their child alone and hadn’t made the last three years anything but harder. He could never make up for that, but if she let him he’d spend the rest of his life trying. And he had to start with the past they’d both refused to confront.

He gripped the nape of her neck and pulled her close. She held herself stiff against him, though he could scent her arousal. 

“It wasn’t your fault, baby. I know that. I knew it then.” He took a deep breath. “I was so angry at myself for not paying attention, so sad and worried, but it’s inexcusable that I took it out on you.” 

She grew stiffer in his arms and tried to shove him away. He wouldn’t let her. He’d never survive it.

“It doesn’t matter now.” That new calm, expressionless tone was in her voice. He fucking hated that. “It was a long time ago, Zach. Just…let it go. Let me go.” 

He growled. He couldn’t hold it back. He didn’t want to. “Not going to happen.” He tried to soften his tone, but he knew he failed. “I’ve refused to sign those papers and you haven’t pushed it. Don’t you think there’s a reason why, baby? You aren’t willing to give up yet either.” 

He was positive of that, and it gave him hope. He kissed her temple. “Mine,” he whispered. “My wife. My woman. I won’t release you.” 

She shoved at his chest. He was lucky she didn’t burn him, and he knew it. She may have been human, but she had a strong pyrokinetic ability, one she had a shaky, tenuous control over. He let her go, let her stalk away. She whirled back around to face him, shaking her head, a confused expression crossing her face. 

“I’ve made a life for myself and you’ve made it really clear you want no part of it. Why are you messing with that? I can’t do it again, Zach. It was hell losing the baby. But then I lost you too, and I had nothing. I won’t do that again. I can’t be that woman again.” 

Jesus. He’d been a fucking idiot. He pulled her close. “I am not going anywhere, baby.” 

“And I’m not going backwards. Can you live with that?” 

He wasn’t sure if he could and he knew she saw it in his expression.

“Yeah, I didn’t think so. We’re finished with this, Zach. I’m finished.” 

She yanked the door open and motioned for the others, who waited in the hall, to come back inside. Zach moved back against the wall, crossed his arms over his chest and just watched her. Finished? Not by a long fucking shot. 


Chapter Two

Mallory took one of the chairs in front of the desk and tried to ignore Zach. She dug a folder out of her shoulder bag and handed it to Brax. “My report.”

She could feel Zach behind her through a connection, a bond she’d thought she’d severed. It was weak, but it wasn’t dead, and she knew he was up to something. Planning. Plotting. She tried to ignore him and smiled at Esme, who’d taken the seat next to her. 

“How’s the arm?”

“Good. Ready to take the stitches out?”

Mallory shook her head. “Let’s give it a couple more days.”

It wasn’t a serious injury. The bullet was small caliber and had barely grazed her. Mallory had put in three stitches, and as Esme showed her the wound, she was pleased to see it was healing nicely with no signs of infection. She pulled a file folder from her satchel and flipped it open, handing over the typed-up witness statement Esme had dictated over the phone to her. 

“Short and sweet,” she said, turning to meet Brax’s worried gaze. “The fire was caused by a gas leak. What my report won’t mention is the line was too cleanly cut to have been an accident.” 

The air in the room went frigidly cold and Mallory was reminded just how powerful Brax was. She rubbed her arms and after a few seconds her chills went away, but it wasn’t Brax’s powers that had warmed her. She spared a scowl over her shoulder for Zach, who just shrugged, before turning back to Brax. 

“And the murder investigation?”

“Stalled. It won’t be connected to this.”

Esme had only come to the attention of the Elect a few days before. She’d been testing her nephew’s DNA for any clue to explain the boy’s recurring, undiagnosed illness and discovered that, like herself, he wasn’t human. She’d consulted Zach, another expert in genetics, which led Brax to her lab just in time to save her from a kidnapping attempt. A few hours later, Esme’s half brother, Carter Owens, and his son Kaden joined her inside the Elect compound. A damn good thing, since the next day Esme’s house was set on fire and Kaden’s old doctor killed. 

The big question was—why? Brax believed someone had discovered the existence of the Elect because of Kaden. Until a few months ago, Carter and Esme hadn’t even known of his existence. Then his mother, Jamie Wade, died during surgery and Carter was contacted. After he discovered his son had been sick much more than a normal six-year-old, he’d taken him to a new physician and asked Esme to check for genetic diseases. 

She’d been destroying her results the night Brax found her. During the scuffle, her would-be assailant dropped a business card for a private mental hospital called the Stirling Institute. Brax suspected someone at the Institute was involved. A theory bolstered by Kaden, who was precognitive, when he’d seen a photo of the building while the adults were researching it. Kaden had insisted that not only was his mother there, but so was Esme’s and Carter’s. 

“I talked to my friend at Stirling,” Mallory said. “He says they’re wonderful to work for if you know how to keep your mouth shut. The salary and benefits are great. They actually pay for six months of maternity leave, and they pay for their staff to advance their certifications.” And here was where it got a little tricky. “But they’re secretive. Everyone signs a nondisclosure agreement.” 

“We need to find a way in,” Mason said. 

He was Brax’s security chief. At his side stood a man she hadn’t met before but knew was Carter Owens. He was a former Special Forces soldier and looked just as she imagined such a man should, cold and hard. His gaze gleamed with intelligence. Another Elect male out to protect the species and their women. She almost rolled her eyes. That was just what they needed. More of them. But she was getting off track. 

“I pick up enough hours every year to keep my nursing license current,” she told Brax. “Usually I volunteer at a free clinic, but it turns out Stirling has a short-term, part-time position available. My friend pulled some strings and they’ve already offered it to me.” 

“Absolutely not,” Zach snapped, and this time she did roll her eyes. “You think they won’t run a check on your name? They’re after Esme. She’s with Brax. I’m in charge of research and development for his company. It won’t be hard to figure out you’re connected, Mallory.”

She ignored him and focused on Brax. “I used my maiden name and I have the documentation to support it. You aren’t going to be able to get anyone else in there, Brax.” 

“She has a point, Zach,” Brax said, but his reluctance was clear. “This is too important. We need to find out if they know about us, and if so, how big a threat they are. And if there’s a possibility Jamie and Merilee are alive and being held there, we have to find a way to get them out. We need someone inside for that.”

“You wouldn’t allow Esme to do it.” Zach’s voice had gone back to cold and unaffected. 

“Whoa,” the woman in question countered. “Brax doesn’t allow or not allow me to do anything.” 

She switched her glare from Zach to Brax, who just sighed. Zach wisely kept his mouth shut. 

“It’s the easiest and fastest way in,” Mallory reminded them. 

“She’s right,” Mason said, and she gave him a smile of thanks. “When do you start?”

“Tomorrow morning. They don’t have a problem working around my regular schedule.” 

Brax nodded, but she could see how unhappy he was about it. Elect males tended to go crazy protecting their females and as the president of the committee that ruled them, Brax considered it his job to protect all the females, not just family. 

“You aren’t going in cold, though.” 

“It can’t be something they’d suspect. Everything that goes into or out of the building gets searched. No cell phones or cameras are allowed inside.” 

“I’ve got that covered,” Gabe chimed in, grinning. She wondered what kind of gadget she was going to get stuck with. He turned to Brax. “Are we done here?” 

“You check in before you enter and as soon as you leave,” Brax ordered her. “Mason will keep a team close by in case something goes wrong.” 

She nodded. “Fine.” 

Gabe motioned her to join him and she followed him down the hall to the security office. It was a long space with one end set up as a lab. It looked like the kind of place a mad scientist would work. She’d always loved to hang out with him. He had the coolest gadgets.

He dug in one of the small drawers and pulled out a cross on a short gold chain, handing it to her. A diamond was mounted in the center. It wasn’t exactly what she was expecting. 

“We’ll be able to see and hear everything you do. Unfortunately, you won’t hear us.” 

He looked over her head, and she turned to see Zach entering. When he reached them, he looked over the necklace and nodded once in approval. “The GPS tags?” 

“Ready when you are.”

“We’ll do it in my lab.”

“What are you talking about?” And why was she really sure she wouldn’t like it?

Gabe picked up a small white envelope and opened it so she could see the tiny hermetically sealed chip. “Subdermal GPS.” He grinned and she could tell how impressed he was with himself. 

“Oh, no. No way.” 

The smile Zach gave her was anything but friendly. “Do your father and brothers know what you’re up to?”

She pressed her lips together. Hell, no. They’d have a fit and probably try to lock her in the attic. 

“You get the tracker.” He took the envelope from Zach and wrapped his hand around her elbow to steer her from the room. “Or I can make a phone call. If I can’t make you listen to sense and give this up, maybe one of them can.” 

He thought he’d maneuvered her pretty well, and he had, truth be told. 

“As soon as this is over, it comes out.” 

“No problem, baby.”

They walked into his lab and stopped at an exam table. She hopped up on the edge. “Where does it go?” 

Mason and Gabe joined them.

“Normally, we’d put them in the upper arm,” Mason said, shaking his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea under these circumstances. We want it someplace it definitely won’t be seen.” 

“The back of her hip. Or a bit lower,” Zach said. 

She glared at Zach. “You mean my ass.”

“Don’t worry, baby. It won’t hurt. Much.” She knew the innuendo was intentional by the gleam in his eyes. She rolled hers and shooed the others away. 

“You are not staying for this.” She pointed at the door when they didn’t budge, but one glare from Zach and they were gone. Zach closed and locked the door behind him. He was all business when he faced her again. 

“You can leave the pants on, but you’re going to have to work them down some and lie on your stomach.”

She didn’t budge. 

“Tracker, or I will call your father, Mallory.” 

“God, you’re an asshole,” she muttered, unsnapping her pants and laying down flat on the table. She turned enough to glare over her shoulder. “This is not helping your little campaign to get me back.”

“What campaign?”

“Give me a little credit, would you? I’ve known you my whole life. I know when you’re up to something.”

“And you do love surprises, don’t you, baby?” he murmured.

She turned back to stare at the wall, trying to dredge up anger but only managing anticipation. She loved surprises and he knew it. How was that fair?

He didn’t say anything more and she grew nervous waiting for him to move, bracing for the feel of his hands on her skin. Part of her craved it, thought she’d die without it, but the other part dreaded it. She knew how hard he’d be to resist once he touched her. His caress was soft, then cool as the scent of alcohol filled her nostrils and she felt the prick of a needle.

“To deaden the area,” he said gruffly. “Ready?”

“Go ahead.” But poking her with a needle wasn’t exactly what she had in mind. Oh, this was bad. If she couldn’t control her hormones, how the hell did she expect to keep any emotional distance?

He moved to prepare his supplies while the injection took effect and in no time at all, it was over. She could feel the tiny bump under her skin and knew it would be tender once the local wore off. He handed her a packet of pills. 

“Antibiotics and pain pills for the night. It should be fine in the morning.” 

She nodded, but she was already righting her pants. She needed to get out. Just to get some space from him. But when she reached the door, he stopped her. 

“Oh, no. As long as you’re working at Stirling, someone is staying with you.”

The man had lost his ever-lovin’ mind. 

“There’s no reason for that. I’m going back to my house. Mason will no doubt have someone watching it by now, with orders to follow me wherever I go.” 

Shrugging, he opened a cabinet door and pulled out a small duffle bag. “And you’ll have a guard inside the house too.” 

“Not you,” she snapped. 

“You seem to think this is negotiable, Mallory.” His smile was cold. “It isn’t.” 

She could almost hear the threat. She either cooperated with him or he’d call her father and brothers, who would try to smother her with good intentions. No way in hell. 

“You’re sleeping on the couch.”

“Whatever you say, baby. I’ll follow in my car.”

She gritted her teeth against another protest and stalked out of the house. 


Chapter Three

They’d been at Mallory’s house for almost an hour and he could still feel her anger lashing over his skin. He welcomed the pain. He knew he’d earned it and it was better than being separated. He just wished it wasn’t silent. Let her bitch or yell or even cry. Hell, he just wanted her to talk instead of ignore him. That obviously wasn’t working. 

A simple plan took shape in his mind. If he wanted her back—and he did—he’d have to seduce her. Though that wasn’t quite as simple as it seemed. She wasn’t the girl he’d met when they were kids. Wasn’t the young innocent he’d claimed and married. She had a hard edge now. She probably needed it for the work she did, but he wanted her to soften with him at least. 

He watched her pace the living room as the sun began to set and glanced at his watch. He’d love to take her out someplace for dinner, but even if she’d agree, it wasn’t possible until the Elect figured out what the Stirling Institute wanted from them and put a stop to it. He left her to pace and went to search her kitchen, surprised to find it well stocked. 

“What are you doing?” Mallory asked.

She didn’t look quite as unfriendly when she looked around to see what he’d piled onto the counter. Eggs, chopped ham and peppers and cheese. One side of her mouth curled up and she shook her head as she stepped past him to pull a pitcher of tea from the fridge. 

“Breakfast for dinner. I guess some things never change.” 

He had omelets cooking on the stove in no time and watched from the corner of his eye while she got plates and utensils. He slid the first omelet onto a plate, then the second, and followed her to the table. 

“I can cook a few other things now. I had to learn,” he reminded her. 

“I suppose you did.” 

Her tone was so even it put his guard up. He’d given her as much space as he could stand, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t kept up with her life. She’d grown into a woman used to going her own way and going it alone. With a snarky attitude that drove her family crazy, but he found amusing when it wasn’t directed at him. Hell, sometimes he even liked it then. He changed the subject, asking a question he’d avoided during their previous conversations, afraid it would just lead to an argument.

“So why arson investigator? You could have stayed in nursing.” 

Or joined the police department, he thought, but he didn’t dare say it. He didn’t want to give her more ideas on how to turn his hair gray. 

“You want to talk now, Zach?” she scoffed. “Little late for that, isn’t it?”

“We can’t start over. I know that’s impossible, Mallory,” he said softly. “But can’t we at least start new?”

He let the silence stretch while they finished eating. With no conversation, it didn’t take long, and he turned sideways in his chair as she picked up her plate and carried it to the sink to rinse off. She bent to put the dishes in the washer and he tried to ignore how the pants hugged her ass. When she straightened she grimaced and he realized her recent incision must be hurting. He was at her side in a second. She froze as soon as he set his hand on her hip. 

“Does it hurt?” 

“Don’t touch me,” she ordered in a harsh whisper and pulled free, placing herself across the room. 

Her reaction made him hopeful. The emotions she felt shone unmistakably in her eyes and her scent. She craved him. She’d missed his touch. But she was wary as hell. He finished the dishes with his back turned to her. It grew so silent he’d thought she left, but she was still watching when he closed the dishwasher and turned to follow her. Her head was cocked to one side, lower lip tucked between her teeth. She was so fucking sexy she made his balls ache. 

“What?” he asked. 

“Just trying to figure out what game you’re playing here.”

That was what she thought? That he was just toying with her? He was Elect. His mental abilities were run of the mill for his kind. Telepathy and empathy. But the connection he’d always shared with Mallory was deeper, more resilient than he’d have believed possible three years ago. It had been agony living without her. How many times had he had to stop himself from picking up the phone and calling her when he was late in the lab mulling over a new problem? How many times had he woken, surprised and shattered, to find her side of the bed empty? 

“I am not playing games with you, baby.” 

He waited a moment to see if the words would sink in. To see if she believed him. Her expression smoothed to indifference but her emotions remained unsettled and confused. He could have a look in her mind, figure out what her objections to getting back together really were, but it was an invasion he wouldn’t force on his mate. 

She huffed. “Right. What’s with the new determination? You didn’t want me back so much the last three years. Or only on your terms, at least. You know that’s not gonna happen.”

“No. I’ve wanted you back the whole time.” He took a shaky breath. “And I’m willing to compromise.”

“What the fuck is different now?” 

Surprised at the profanity from his once-sweet, innocent wife, he almost missed the question. He stalked forward, caging her against the wall with his arms and thighs. 

“You came into my territory, baby. You woke up the part of me that won’t be denied his mate any longer.” 

Scowling, she shook her head. “I was doing my job. Helping Brax out. I didn’t come out there to restart something with you. And I believe you’ll compromise when Hell freezes over, Zach,” she ended so sweetly sarcasm should have been dripping from her pores. 

It didn’t put him off in the least, though. It was a challenge, a tossed gauntlet. One he was more than ready to take up. He let her shove him away and considered how to proceed as she walked down the hall. She returned moments later with a sheet, blanket and pillow. 

“I have some paperwork to finish up. The couch in the living room is yours.” 

She disappeared up the stairs. He wanted to follow but figured he’d pushed her enough for the day. Besides, he’d blurted out the compromise thing and he needed to figure out how he was going to deal with it. The chances of getting her to quit her job were probably nil, but if he could win her back he was certain he could convince her to move back in with him. 

The house might prove to be a lure. When they’d split, they’d been living in a suite in Brax’s house. The house Zach had had designed for them was long since complete, however. He doubted she’d seen it. He didn’t spend a lot of time in it himself. When he did, it was too easy to imagine her there, her absence too painful. 

He raised his eyes to the ceiling and wondered what she was doing up there. Wished there were some magic words he could say to make everything better and cursed himself for a fool. Winning her back wouldn’t be easy. He was honest enough to admit it shouldn’t be. And for today, he’d done what he could. He found the television remote and settled on the couch, figuring he was in for a long, uncomfortable night. 


Chapter Four

Mallory went to the study attached to her bedroom and shut the door with a careful, smooth click that sounded like a boom in her ears. At least it replaced the deafening rush of hurt and anger and uncertainty. Squeezing her eyes shut, she leaned her head back and gave in to the temptation to bang it once against the hard wood. 

Why was he doing this now? She had a good life. Content if not happy. A satisfying career. She’d learned to live alone and most of the time she liked it. She felt fire tease and prickle the surface of her skin and drew in a deep breath, willing it to dissipate before it could do any damage. She ground her teeth together and stalked to her desk. It was his fault. She hadn’t lost control of her power since they’d split up. Damn him. 

She finished the paperwork too quickly. Paid some bills, answered emails. Only a couple of hours had passed when she was done. She’d heard the downstairs shower come on and off over an hour ago and decided she’d take a hot soak with a glass of wine. She planned to ignore him if he tried to corner her on the trip to the kitchen, but he didn’t even look over as she tiptoed by, he was staring so intently at the television screen. She grabbed a glass and a half-finished bottle of Moscato and hurried back her room. 

The bath and two glasses of wine didn’t have the desired effect, however. Instead of relaxing enough to sleep, she just got more wound up. She was too aware of her ex-lover in the condo. The memories of his touch too close to ignore. She found her hands trailing over her body and whimpered in the quiet room. Damn. 

She stood up, dried with quick, rough movements and went to pull back the covers on her bed, but she paused before climbing in. Normally she slept in the nude, but was she tempting fate—or worse, herself—if she did so with Zach just downstairs? She gritted her teeth hard enough to hurt. Fuck it. She was not changing her life or routines because he’d suddenly become interested in her again. She slid between cool cotton sheets, plumped up the pillow and tried to go to sleep.

An hour later she gave up and reached into the nightstand drawer for her vibrator. As she gripped it, she kicked off the comforter and sheet, staring at the ceiling, straining to hear any movement from downstairs, and debated. 

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so needy. Her skin felt tight over her bones. Her nipples were hot. Her pussy wet. He’d done this to her with almost no effort at all, and until she found relief, she wouldn’t be able to rest. She wanted to scream in frustration but instead listened hard. She swore she heard a gentle snore occasionally break the silence from the first floor. And if he wasn’t asleep, fuck him. 

She was so ready the vibe slid in easily and she groaned at the full feeling, flicking on the switch. She kept it on low, quiet, moved the attached clitoral stimulator into position and bit back a moan. It only took moments for her heart and breathing to begin to race and she moved her free hand to cup her breast. So good. How long had it been since she’d sought physical release? Too long, for damned sure. It felt like it had been ages since she’d had a great orgasm and being around Zach so much in one day, knowing he was so close, just made it build faster. She kicked the speed up a bit and ground her pelvis against the thick plastic shaft. She was already on the verge of coming when the door opened. 

 

It took him a few seconds to identify the sound that woke him, and he grinned at the ceiling when he did. The sound got louder, the speed increasing. He stood and stalked to the stairs. Oh, no, baby, not without me. 

He jogged up the steps, not making any effort to muffle the noise of his approach, and opened the door. They both froze. She had the electric dildo buried in her cunt. He could see her moisture glisten around it and on her inner thighs. Her other hand held her breast, plumping and squeezing the hard tip between thumb and finger. Beautiful. 

She turned the toy off and began to slide it free before he spoke. “Don’t stop, baby. You started this.”

He looked around the room and used his weak telekinetic ability to turn the vibrator back on, while moving a small chair from the corner to the side of the bed so he could sit and watch. It was a game they used to play. She would get herself worked up as he watched, knowing how it turned him on, knowing he’d only let her go so far alone. 

But she tugged her bottom lip between her teeth and gave a slight shake of her head. 

“Mallory.” He couldn’t let her stop. Couldn’t let her retreat. He leaned forward and trailed his fingers from the inside of her knee to her thigh. “Don’t you want this? Me? It kills me, waking up every night missing you and thinking maybe you’re out there too, missing me. Waiting.” 

Her body shuddered and she flicked the vibe off, tossed it away. He could see the fire she was so attuned to in her eyes. 

“This is just sex, Zach,” she whispered, and he wanted to deny it. 

Wanted to rant and plead and make her see the truth, but he knew he’d given up that right. Knew he’d have to earn it back. He slid over to the bed, spreading her thighs as he settled between them. 

“Then let me make it memorable,” he whispered, dipping his head between her legs to take in her sweet, seductive taste. 

It was like returning from a desert exile to a garden oasis. He felt the bond between them—one that he’d tried so hard to starve and wrestle into submission—begin to knit back together. She cried out with the shock, but instead of trying to get away gripped his shoulders and attempted to pull him up. 

“Damn it, Zach. Don’t make me wait. Fuck me.” 

He was oh-so-tempted to give in to her demand, but he had a lot of nights to make up for. He refused to treat this, her, like it meant nothing. Like it was meaningless and no more than just scratching an itch. She was everything. So he ignored her protest and focused on bringing her pleasure. She didn’t give up, though, and tugged on his shoulders again. He lifted his head. 

“Stop that. I’m not done here.”

She gave him a pleading look that was damned hard to resist, and when he did, she rocked her hips. “Zach,” she whispered. “Don’t tease.”

Again she tried to pull him up. Ordering her to be still wasn’t working. It was time to go to the next stage. He leaned over her, dropped a quick kiss against her lips and whispered. “Where are the handcuffs?”

She sucked in a startled breath. “What handcuffs?”

He laughed. He’d caught a glimpse of them on her belt back in his lab. “You know which ones.”

She bit her bottom lip, gave him a look that was part apprehension, part anticipation. Finally, she sighed. “I won’t rush you.”

“No, you won’t.” He trailed his fingertips down the center of her body, to the curls that hid her clit. She shivered. “Handcuffs, belt, scarves…I’m not picky about what I use, but I’m using something, baby.”

He was cupping her sex and she couldn’t have hid her response if she tried. Her rush of desire washed over his mind. He’d always tried to temper his dominant urges before. Now he suspected he hadn’t needed to.

“Top dresser drawer. There are scarves in there.”

He retrieved them and returned before she could get out another word, had both her wrists secured to the headboard before she could frame a protest. But a careful search of her face, then her mind assured him she was totally on board. He moved to her ankles next. She was splayed out before him minutes later, a gorgeous, sexy-as-hell offering. He laid his hand on the back of her knee and slowly stroked up. She never took her eyes from him. 

“Mine,” he said softly. 

He saw the protest flicker across her expression, but she didn’t voice it and she didn’t object when he settled back between her thighs. He licked once from her small puckered rear entrance to her clit, then he got serious. The nub was hard from his earlier attentions and he returned to it, flicking with his tongue before taking it gently between his teeth. Her moan was more a pleading whimper and since she didn’t struggle against her bonds, he decided to reward her. 

He circled her entrance with his finger before slowly pushing it in, drawing out the pleasure he felt from her. On the next thrust he added a finger, scissoring them inside her to stretch her. She was tighter than he remembered. If he took her now, the way his more primitive side was demanding, he might hurt her. He couldn’t stand the thought of that. She needed to be desperate, slick and wet with need. 

 

Mallory wondered if there would be anything left of her mind by the time he finished. He continued teasing her with his tongue and teeth, his fingers thrusting in and out of her pussy. He drove her up and up then kept her on the edge of orgasm. It felt so good it hurt, but even with the little bit of movement the scarves allowed her, she couldn’t hurry him up. She wasn’t sure she wanted to.

Suddenly his mouth and fingers were gone. She opened her eyes to see him sitting back on his heels, watching her with a lazy half-smile that made her catch her breath. If not for that smile, she’d have thought he was finally going to let her come, finally going to fuck her. But she knew better and wondered what he had in mind. He’d always been demanding, but he’d always held back. She got the impression those days were long in the past. She’d unleashed the stalking beast that lived inside all Elect males. 

His hands moved to her ass, squeezing before spreading her, and she held her breath as he lowered his gaze, dark and avaricious, to the small hole he’d revealed. She could feel the slick cream he’d already drawn forth sliding down. Using one hand to hold her open, he dipped a finger into her pussy again, then used it to circle her asshole. He pushed in slow, gentle, and she couldn’t hold back a whimper. They’d tried this once, but she’d been too afraid of the anticipated pain to relax. Now, though, watching as he carefully thrust in and out of her rear entrance with one finger, she only felt excitement. He gave her that smile again and, keeping his finger in place, resettled on his elbow between her legs, mouth lowering to her pussy. 

He used his tongue on her clit, alternating between fast and slow licks, as he worked up the speed of his thrusts in her ass. It felt too damned good and this time when she felt an orgasm building, he didn’t hold it back. He bit down on her clit at just the right moment and sensation, bright and piercing, swept through her. Then he was looming over her, hands braced on either side of her head, waiting until it was over. When she could focus on him, he nodded and his cock pushed against her pussy. His entrance was slow and measured, and she could tell that cost him. His jaw was clenched tight, his body tense and shaking against hers. He was fighting for control. She didn’t want him to have any. It was a thought she was sure to share with him through their bond. 

“You don’t have any idea what you’re asking for,” he whispered.

“I’m not the girl you remember. I won’t break.”

He shook his head, thrusting slowly, almost experimentally. “I won’t take that chance.”

“Same old Zach thinking he knows what I need or can handle and I don’t know anything.”

He’d left enough give in the knots around her ankles that she was able to slip free. He didn’t show any surprise when she wrapped her legs around his hips. She wanted a long, hard ride, another thought she shared and one that made him groan and lower his face to the crook between her shoulder and neck. He nipped at her. 

“If anything hurts, I’ll tell you,” she promised him. 

He gave an incredulous half-laugh. “You think that would stop me?”

“I know you won’t hurt me, Zach,” she said. Not like this, at any rate. “But if you don’t fuck me now, I might singe off your eyebrows.”

With those words, she finally broke the chains of his control. He thrust into her hard and growled in her ear. “Try it, baby. It’s been a long time since I made your ass rosy with handprints.” 

That brought a fresh wave of heat and moisture to her pussy and he thrust harder, in uneven strokes. Fast then slow, smooth then rough. It was glorious. She didn’t even try to control the pleasure flooding her. Made no attempt to hold back the orgasm that barreled through her. And still he fucked her with wild abandon. 

“One more time, baby.” His whisper was guttural. “Come with me this time.” 

Then he moved his hand to rub his thumb over her clit while angling his hips so that each thrust hit her G-spot. She came with a loud keening cry that would embarrass her if she had any thought for decorum left. Seconds later, he tensed over her and roared. She felt his hot release deep inside her and smiled, satisfied, as she slipped into sleep. 


Chapter Five

She woke with an arm wrapped around her waist and a muscular leg wedged between her thighs. His chest was warm and hard against her back. The heat was enticing. It was so tempting to snuggle back and return to sleep. Thankfully, that longing jolted her back to reality. She wiggled free and stood at the side of the bed, staring down at Zach with dismay. What had she done? She’d never get rid of him now, and eventually the past would repeat itself. Even ignoring his offer to compromise—and she was damned curious about that—she was pretty sure she’d do something he didn’t approve of or blame her for something she had no control over. Then he’d push her out of his life again. 

But what if he was serious? What if he really meant he wanted to work things out? Accept her as she really was? What if… No. She wouldn’t let herself believe in the possibility. Too much had happened, too much had gone wrong. She needed to protect her heart. Whatever tattered dreams might be left were best buried. The sooner she found the information Brax needed, the sooner she could rid herself of Zach once and for all. 

She retrieved a set of clean scrubs from the closet, turned off the alarm clock before it could blare and headed to the downstairs shower. She was dressed and ready to leave in twenty minutes, but hesitated at the door, wondering if she should wake him first. The house was quiet. There wasn’t even a whisper of sound from her bedroom and she wondered how long it had been since he’d slept so deeply. She hadn’t missed the lines of strain around his eyes. 

Scowling, cursing herself for worrying, she yanked the front door open. Why should she care about his physical well-being? The simple answer was she shouldn’t.

She phoned Mason from the car to let him know she was on her way. Then she cranked up the radio and tried not to think about Zach on the long drive. She was almost there when she glanced over at her phone on the passenger seat. She’d missed three calls and she had a good idea who they were from. A glance at the caller ID confirmed her suspicion, but instead of calling him back, she turned the phone off. She put it inside the center console as she pulled up to the guardhouse at the gate. 

The guard checked her license against his clipboard, then lifted the bar and waved her through. She watched in her rearview mirror as it lowered behind her. The road to the hospital was heavily forested, but about half a mile later it opened up to a large parking lot in front of the building. She found the space number she’d been assigned, locked up and went in the front doors where she found an older man waiting for her. 

“Ms. White. I’m Toby Evens. If you’ll follow me, we’ll get you started.” 

“Of course.” 

He held the door open and waited for her to enter first. It wasn’t anything close to what she’d expected. The entrance didn’t open into a sterile hospital lobby. It was large and open, with polished marble floors and thick ornate support columns. Chairs and sofas were grouped in small areas and there was a snack bar against the far wall. She followed Evens through the room to a door on the back wall where he swiped a white plastic card. The light on the mechanism flashed green and he pushed the door open. 

He led her to a locker room first. The locker assigned to her was already labeled with her name. After he swung it open, he handed her a small plastic bin. 

“Keys and jewelry go in here,” he said. 

She lifted her hand to finger her necklace. “I can’t wear my cross?”

He shook his head. “Sorry. No personal items at all can pass this point.”

Now that was just strange. She dropped her keys in the bin, followed by the necklace. She imagined Mason swearing a blue streak back in his office. She didn’t even want to think about Zach’s reaction. She swung the locker door shut and turned back to Evens. 

“What’s next?”

“This way.” He motioned her toward a door in the back of the room she hadn’t noticed. “We’ll get you set up with an ID and a keycard. And I’ll see if I can scare up a parking decal. We’re running low on them.” 

An hour later she had an ID badge pinned to her shirt and a keycard in her pocket. He handed her over to a nurse who gave her the grand tour. Since she’d lost the cross with its mini-camera, she paid extra attention to the building’s security. After getting a handle on the layout, she went to her assigned floor and got to work. Several hours later she’d met her patients, studied their files and the floor routine. She knew when to administer meds, when lunch came and the daily rec room routine. When she finally clocked out, she felt relief weighing her down. She’d forgotten how exhausting even an average day on a hospital floor could be.

She turned her cell phone back on when she left. It rang immediately, Mason’s name filling the caller ID screen. 

“I’m on the way,” she answered in lieu of hello. 

“Okay. Did you get a good look around?” 

“Yeah. I’ll fill you in when I get there.”

“Don’t waste time.” He lowered his voice. “And call your husband. He’s freaking out.”

She heard the man in question in the background. “Is that Mallory? Give me the phone.”

“Here he is,” Mason warned her. 

“Are you all right, baby?”

She sighed. “Of course, I am. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because those people tried to kidnap Esme? They burned her house down and killed at least one man.” His voice rose at the end and she could hear his sharply indrawn breath. “You aren’t doing this anymore. I won’t let you.” 

“Get over yourself, Zach. I don’t follow your orders.”

“Like hell you don’t,” he snapped. 

She ground her teeth together, gripping her phone so hard she heard the plastic crack. 

“Zach,” she said, forcing a calm into her tone she sure as hell didn’t feel. “I’m hanging up now.” 

“No, Mallory—”

Whatever he would have said was cut off as she flipped the phone closed. 

 

Zach paced the foyer and silently fumed. She’d actually hung up on him, after refusing to get out of the investigation into Stirling. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d wanted to scream in frustration, but the urge was riding him hard now. She had no regard for her safety at all and refused to hear his concerns. Damn it, when she returned she was going to listen. She may not heed, but she’d at least hear how much the worry tore him up.

“She’s become one hell of a woman, hasn’t she?” 

Zach spun around to face Brad White, Mallory’s oldest brother. He leaned one shoulder against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest. 

“No thanks to you,” Brad continued. 

“Do you know what she’s doing?” It went against the grain to recruit her family’s help, but if that’s what it took to protect her, he would. 

“I know.” 

“Good. Make her see reason. She’s going to make herself a target.”

Brad laughed. “She’s a single, adult woman who is very capable and is making her own decisions. I’m proud of her. Why would I try to stop her?”

Zach wanted to hurt him. “One, she isn’t single,” he ground out. “Two, she’s human.” He held up his hand when Brad might have protested. “Her DNA is human. She has an incredible ability that a small percentage of humans share, which is probably a gift from her Elect father. But even if she was Elect, she’s female, she’s my wife and I won’t allow her to put herself into a vulnerable position.” 

“No, she’s single. You gave her up. You didn’t fight for her and she made her own life. Leave her alone, Zach. Or accept who she is now.”

“And watch her put herself at risk?” Brad was certifiable. “Are you insane? What do your father and brothers say about that?”

“My parents are on a well-deserved tropical vacation. I’m not interrupting them for this and my brothers will follow my lead. Mallory can handle herself.” 

Before he could launch a counterargument with her brother, the front door opened and Mallory walked in. As usual, just the sight of her made his cock hard, but today a racing heart was thrown into the mix. He forced himself to stay still instead of rushing to her. Took his time looking her over. She was whole and uninjured. Safe. For now. 

“You hung up on me,” he bit out between clenched teeth. 

She shrugged one shoulder. “You were yelling at me. I don’t respond well to that.” 

“I wasn’t yelling. I was trying to have a conversation.” 

This time she rolled her eyes and while her defiance irritated him, he couldn’t deny he was also amused. Intrigued. He’d always feared hurting the girl he’d begun pursuing six years ago. But it appeared this woman could hold her own. 

“You were trying to order me around,” she said, zero inflection in her voice, though her eyes blazed with anger she couldn’t hide. 

“She really doesn’t like that,” her brother said helpfully. “Believe me. We’ve all given up.”

If that was true, why had she let Zach blackmail her into staying with her? Maybe she wasn’t as immune to him as she wanted him to believe. 

“Is that right, baby?” he drawled. “You brothers have no influence over you anymore?”

She tilted her head to one side and narrowed her eyes. “What are you getting at? I live my own life and make my own decisions.” 

“Yes.” He smiled. She might not want her family involved, but she’d deal with them on her terms if that became necessary. But she’d let Zach think it would matter. He’d threatened to contact her father and brothers if she didn’t comply with his safety measures, and she’d seemed to agree reluctantly. He suspected now that while she might not want to face them down, she would have, and they probably would have given her whatever she wanted. If she really didn’t want to deal with him, she would have dared him to drag her brothers into it. However, she’d allowed him to use that threat, to put her into a position where she had to deal with him. And she’d made that decision all on her own. She wasn’t in as big a hurry to get rid of him as she pretended. “I suppose you do.” 

She looked suspicious now, but she didn’t question him. “Are we meeting in Brax’s office?” she asked. 

He glanced at his watch. “In half an hour. There’s food in the kitchen if you want to eat first.”

She nodded and left. Brad caught his elbow before he could follow. 

“I hope you know what you’re doing, Zach. If you hurt her again, we will kill you.” 

“I won’t let her go a second time.” 

“I don’t expect you to,” he said somberly. “I said if you hurt her. Don’t let your need for your mate’s submission crush her.” 

He stood in the foyer several long seconds after Brad left, struggling against his instincts. The primitive part of him wanted to find her and hide her away, but the reasoned modern side knew that was impossible. Her brother was right. It would suffocate her. She’d be miserable and grow to hate him. He couldn’t live with that. 

When he felt like he was back in control of his worry and frustration, he followed her into the kitchen. She was sitting on a stool at the high center island talking with Esme, Brax, Mason, Gabe, Carter and her brother. The bowl of stew in front of her appeared untouched, but she’d already finished half a beer. He took the empty stool to her left and nudged her elbow with his. 

“What?” she asked softly, her expression guarded. 

“Eat, baby.”

The others appeared to have already finished. 

“What about you?” she asked. 

“Already ate.” 

He reached for her beer and took a long drink. She scowled, but she lifted the spoon. The small talk he’d interrupted resumed, but he paid it no attention. He finished her drink while she ate and got them two new ones as she pushed the bowl away. 

“So?” Brax asked. “How did it go?”

“Weird. I recognized a couple famous patients, but that level of security is overkill to protect a couple of rock stars or actors, ya know? Everyone expects some of them to be messed up. It’s not news or shocking or whatever. You already know about the no phone or jewelry rules.” She pointedly did not look at Zach when she made that statement. “That rule includes patients, doctors, even security.” 

“They use radios to communicate?” Carter asked. 

“Yeah, but they aren’t like the ones we use at work. I couldn’t get a close enough look at one to see what they are. If there’s a code, the doctors are paged over the loud speakers.” She sounded disappointed she couldn’t tell them more.

“That’s good,” Mason encouraged. “What about building access?”

“If you make it past the gate, you can get in the building, but you can’t get off the first floor. Everything is controlled by keycards and they’re programmed individually. You swipe the card in the elevator, then enter your floor number. The computers work the same way.” 

She paused for a drink. “I can’t get into the records room. That’s limited access. Strange, but not too far out there. But this is really weird. The seventh floor is off limits to everyone but a select few. I couldn’t find any patients in the computer listed on that floor.”

“Well, isn’t that interesting,” Carter said, exchanging a look with Mason. 

Brax shook his head. “Interesting, but it doesn’t really tell us anything.” He looked at Mallory. “Are you sure there’s no way you can get into that records room?”

Zach stiffened. “Don’t ask her to do that, Brax. It’s dangerous enough her being in the building.” 

“I’d have to steal a keycard,” she said reluctantly, and Zach exhaled a sigh of relief. 

“Maybe we can get around that,” Gabe said. Zach wanted to strangle him. “You have yours with you?”

She reached into her pocket and handed it to him. “What are you thinking?”

“Well, first I’ll clone this one. Then we’ll see if there’s a way to change the permissions on it.” 

“You think that’ll work?”

He snorted. “No, but it’s worth a try.” He stood and led the way to the security office. “What I really need is to get a camera in there.”

“I don’t see how,” Mallory said. “No jewelry. There’s no buttons on scrubs.” 

“There has to be a way,” Gabe mused under his breath. 

Zach hoped he could find one. If she was going to be in there, he wanted to know if she was in danger. A camera or mic was the only way, since she couldn’t take a phone in. 

“Figure it out,” he ordered. He was so tense he was surprised he didn’t snap. He was even more surprised when Mallory reached over and squeezed his hand. 

“It’ll be fine,” she whispered. “Chill out.” 

Yeah, right. Like that was happening. She only resisted a second when he tugged her close enough to wrap his arm around her shoulders. A few seconds more and she relaxed into him. Gabe ignored them and slipped the card into what looked like a small box. Lights on the front lit up and he turned to the computer, typing in commands. 

“This will take twenty to thirty minutes. You want to wait or pick it up in the morning?” 

She hesitated, biting her bottom lip. Zach answered for her. “She’ll get it in the morning. Leave it on my desk.” 

Gabe nodded and Zach pulled Mallory into the hall. “I can wait, Zach. It’s not a big deal.” 

Maybe, but the one instinct he wasn’t fighting right now was to take care of her. And she was exhausted. He felt it through their bond, which grew stronger every day, could see it on her face. “You need to rest, baby. We’re going home. Tomorrow is soon enough to dive back into this insanity.” 

 

She heaved a sigh and allowed him to pull her out the front door, but they didn’t move towards her car. Instead he tugged her to one of the paths that led off behind Brax’s house.

“Where are we going? Zach, I really just want to take a shower and sleep. A midnight stroll is not on the list.”

He laughed. “It’s a long way from midnight. And it’s a surprise.” She was such a sucker for surprises. Damn him for knowing her so well.

There were many wide, well-worn paths from Brax’s house. Inside the compound, golf carts were the main mode of transport and most of the trails accommodated them. When they turned off a much narrower and newer trail, she knew where he was taking her and dug in her heels until he was forced to stop. 

“I don’t think this is a good idea,” she said.

“It’s finished, Mallory.” He lifted his hands and cupped her face. “The house is finished and it’s beautiful and it is exactly what you wanted. But it’s lonely as hell. Please just come look at it.” 

She could hear the ache in his voice and it seared her to her core. She couldn’t speak; she could only nod. And they continued the last several yards until the trees broke to reveal the clearing they’d chosen for their dream house. It was almost impossible to hide her pleasure. It was a two-story antebellum reproduction, but built with modern energy concerns in mind, if he’d stuck to the plan. It would have a huge kitchen open to a dining room and living room on the first floor. A large library for both of them. And four bedrooms upstairs, for the family they’d planned. She couldn’t believe he’d finished it. It had only been in the beginning stages when she lost the baby. And she wasn’t sure she could handle going inside. 

“This is such a bad idea,” she whispered.

“Why?” he asked, turning to her. “Forget my job and your job, forget all the Elect security concerns. This house is about me and you and what we wanted together. This house is just about us, and maybe we both need to remember that.”

“You forgot about us long before you finished this house,” she said so softly she couldn’t believe he heard. He took her hand, laced their fingers together and held on hard.

“I never will again, I swear.”

He was going to kill her, piece by piece, if this wasn’t real. If he wasn’t really going to try. She looked up at the house—the perfect, beautiful house she’d wanted to fill with perfect, beautiful children—and knew it was all a myth. She could walk away. He’d let her. Or she could move forward. It might be messy and sometimes ugly, and if she was very, very determined, maybe a little bit awesome. 

She took the step. She had no real clue why, just that it seemed stupid to not see for herself, but when she stepped inside the house, she froze. All they’d agreed on three years ago was the floor plan. The house wasn’t just finished on the outside, though. She walked in and saw the floors she’d wanted. The paint colors and fixtures she’d wanted. But she’d never had a chance to discuss any of that with Zach. When he came in behind her and shut the door, she turned to him.

“How?”

His shrug was almost sheepish. “You left a notebook with your ideas. I did what I thought you wanted.”

“And you never asked?” She cocked an eyebrow. She was in shock. The place was perfect.

“I wanted to give you a gift,” he said. “I never thought when I was doing it we’d be apart this long.”

She was so not taking him back for a house. Even if it was perfect. “You’re insane.”

“Not insane,” he said, shaking his head. “In love, yes.”

His declaration froze her in place. He’d always told her he wanted her. He needed her. But love? She knew he loved her as much as he was capable, but he almost never said it. 

“Who are you and what have you done with Zach Littman?” she quipped.

He actually laughed with her. She wasn’t sure if she should soak it in or call for help. Then he stepped closer, set his hands on hips and backed her up to a wall. 

“I surprised you,” he said, staring down at her. 

She nodded. She couldn’t deny it. He leaned down and kissed her just under her right ear, then moved to whisper to her.

“I love you, Mallory White Littman. I have since I was a boy.”

She shuddered. Could he really mean that? He’d never said that before, never hinted. Love was not a word in his vocabulary. There was a time she’d thought she was okay with that. Now that he was throwing it around she wasn’t so sure. Her insecurity was obviously showing through. His lips pressed against hers softly.

“I will make sure you know, baby, every day,” he whispered. He leaned his forehead against hers and she could hear him grind his teeth. “I need you to know,” he said. “I won’t let you go easily, but if you leave, it won’t change anything for me. We’re a good match, Mallory.”

She pulled away. “I can’t do this right now.” 

She was so conflicted. Thankfully, he let her walk away and wander around the bottom floor a bit. The walls were the exact color she wanted, the floors the perfect reclaimed pine. Finally, she let him bully her upstairs to the master bathroom into the shower, which she knew she’d love in the morning when her brain cells were working, and then to bed. But the exhaustion was emotional, not physical, and she stared at the ceiling, wishing for sleep but unable to find it. She heard the shower turn off and the sheets rustled as he slipped into bed behind her. He pulled her close, his chest to her back, one arm slipped under her neck and the other wrapped around her stomach. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked softly. 

“Nothing,” she answered. Everything, she thought. It felt too good to lay in his arms. In this house. Would be too easy to welcome him back into her life. And would hurt like hell when things eventually went south. But she didn’t want to think about any of that now. She just wanted to feel the bliss he could bring her. 

She turned around and lifted her face. “Just kiss me.”

His eyes searched hers for a moment. “With pleasure,” he murmured. 

His lips brushed hers before tracking across her face. Cheeks, nose, her closed eyelids. Gentle, teasing contact from such a hard man. She felt the tenderness rising in him, but she didn’t think she could handle it. She stroked her palms down his chest, felt his muscles spasm when she reached his abdomen and kept going. She hesitated at his pelvis, her hand hovering over his erection. 

“Touch me, baby,” he whispered a second before nipping her earlobe and she let the last bit of her reluctance slip away. 

She wrapped her hand around the base of his cock and slowly stroked up. When her thumb brushed over the slit on the head, already wet with pre-come, he exhaled with a hiss. “Yes,” he whispered. “You know what I like.”

She knew what he wanted and she wanted it more. She loved the control. Loved the taste and feel of him in her mouth almost as much he enjoyed it. She felt the desire in his mind and slid down his body to kneel between his legs. He sat up and leaned against the headboard. His anticipation amplified hers and she stretched out, flat on her belly, propped on her elbows. She blew a breath over the head of his cock, then gave it a long, slow lick. Zach’s hands twisted in her hair, but he didn’t pressure her for more, didn’t try to force her to take him into her mouth. He let her go at her own pace, let her pleasure him as he had done to her. 

She trailed her tongue down the pulsing vein on the underside of his shaft. Back up to circle the head before taking it between her lips, sucking as she let him slide further in until her hand, still wrapped around the base, blocked further access. She was fine with that and he didn’t complain. She set an easy rhythm. Stroke, suck. She cupped his balls, judging how close he was to coming by the way they tightened. Just when she knew he was ready, he stopped her. His hands slipped under her arms and easily pulled her up to straddle him. His cock prodded her entrance insistently.

She didn’t hurry. She wanted to drag this out, wanted to savor every moment as she took him inside her. His hands gripped her ass and, staring into her eyes, he slowly entered her. Gasping, she let her head fall back as, inch by inch, he filled her. God, he felt good. When she didn’t move, he rolled them over, still buried to the hilt inside her. He thrust, gentle, shallow, and took her nipple in his mouth. He sucked her just as gently as she’d sucked him. There was none of the hurried, desperate frenzy of the previous night but a greater focused intensity. 

 

Zach held onto his control by a frayed thread. He couldn’t bear the sorrow and fear he felt in her. It was a vicious, clawing ache. She tried to hide it, but he knew he was the cause. She still expected him to leave her or push her away once this was over. He didn’t know how to convince her other than time passing by as he stayed at her side. But perhaps he could show her since he definitely couldn’t repress his instincts toward his mate. There were so many things he wanted to give her. Safety. Peace. Love. He wanted her to feel the love. She’d been so surprised when he’d said it earlier. Was he so much a jerk he hadn’t made sure his wife knew he loved her? 

This much I can give without causing alarm, though, he thought, thrusting into her cunt. The bliss, the joy they shared when they came together physically. The incredible, mind-blowing pleasure. His grip on that fraying thread slipped a little. He withdrew from her sweet grasp, flipped her over to her hands and knees and immediately stroked back through swollen, needy folds. He set a steady, firm rhythm, holding her hips in a grip hard enough she might bruise but unable to force his fingers loose. He rotated his hips in a way he knew she loved and was rewarded with a drawn-out groan. As sweet as the sound was, he knew he wouldn’t last much longer, but he wanted to bring her with him.

Touch yourself, he whispered to her mind. 

She did, her fingers going straight to her clit to strum with a firm touch and pace that matched his thrusts. She was so damned hot. It took more control than he knew he had to hold back his orgasm and wait for her to catch up. Thankfully, it didn’t take long. Just when he lost it, she cried out and her pussy clenched around his cock. He fucked her through it, shooting every last bit of his seed into her, and realized they hadn’t once discussed birth control. 


Chapter Six

“I need these files as soon as possible, Ms. Jackson.” Mallory watched as the young intern handed a small piece of paper to the floor’s charge nurse. When he walked away, Mona muttered under her breath. 

“Damn it, I don’t have time for this today.” 

Mallory understood why. It was visiting day. She and the other nurses and orderlies had spent the entire morning escorting their patients from their rooms to the hospital lobby and back. 

“I’ve got a few minutes. I can get them, if you want,” she offered and held her breath. It was against the rules, but she needed into that records room and Mona had access to most of the building. 

The other nurse bit the corner of her lip and deliberated a minute before reaching into her pocket. “It’s in the basement. You’ll need my keycard.” 

Mona handed her the paper and card. Mallory skimmed the five names before putting both in her front pocket. “I’ll just be a few minutes.” 

The other nurse nodded. “Thanks.”

Mallory was alone when she got on the elevator, swiped the keycard, and hit the B button for the basement. The panel flashed green and the elevator began its descent. She knew from carefully worded questioning that any time a request was approved for the sub-level, the elevator would not stop to pick up passengers from any other floor. The only thing she needed to worry about was encountering anyone when she got off the elevator. 

There were cameras throughout the building, but she was similar to Mona’s height, build and coloring. As long as she didn’t look into a camera, she should be fine. When she stepped out of the elevator, she was relieved to discover the hall was dimly lit. The tension knotting her belly eased and she discreetly looked around for the location of the cameras. There was one at each end of the long hall. To her right she saw the sign for the records room and turned towards it. The card got her inside and she breathed more easily when she failed to spot any more cameras. She was sure they were there, but if she couldn’t find them easily, hopefully it worked in reverse. She kept her head low.

She pulled the list from her pocket and started alphabetically looking for the files. She found them, set them aside and hurried to check for two names not on the list—Jamie Wade, Carter Owens’ ex and mother of his son Kaden, and Merilee Durand, Esme Durand’s and Carter’s mother. She found both files. Unfortunately, there was no way she could smuggle them out. 

The patient numbers started with seven, which she’d learned indicated the floor assigned at admission, and both files had a large stamp on the front: active trial. What the hell was that? So she flipped through Merilee’s first. The drug list was disturbing, a lot of heavy-duty sedatives and anti-psychotics. There wasn’t a lot in the way of physician’s notes, but one caught her attention. 

As suspected, schizophrenia is a misdiagnosis. Subject demonstrates substantial telepathic abilities. However, years of mistreatment including drug therapies have possibly caused too much mental degradation to be useful to this study. Recommend further tests.

Her hands trembled as she closed the file and opened Jamie’s. Her file was also marked active, which was interesting since Jamie was supposedly dead. She was also heavily sedated and on a number of painkillers. The most recent notation was only a few days ago. She scanned the dates and saw the file was updated once a week. There must be a current chart on the floor. Mallory skimmed through the notes. There was no mention of telepathy or not being human, but one note she read over and over again was subject uncooperative. 

“Oh, sweetie,” she muttered under her breath, glancing at the list of pain medication again. “That’s probably a very bad idea with these guys.”

She returned the files and, on a hunch, she looked for one more name—Kaden Owens. 

“Well, shit,” she muttered when she found his file. It was much thicker than the two women’s files. It was obvious Stirling had been watching him since he was an infant. The notes appeared to all be from his previous doctor, the one who’d been murdered, and stopped a few months ago when Carter had taken custody of his son. Mallory really wanted to look through his file, but she’d been gone too long as it was. She replaced the folder, grabbed the ones she’d come for and hurried back upstairs. 

Where chaos reigned. She left the folders on the intern’s desk and hurried to help with a patient who’d overdosed after meeting a visiting friend. By the time he was stabilized and her shift was over, she’d forgotten about the keycard. So had Mona. Mallory didn’t remember until she rushed into Brax’s house, anxious to tell them about what she’d found in the paper records. 

Zach, Mason, Gabe and Brax were all waiting in the foyer when she came in. She went straight to Gabe and handed him the card. “Clone that. Right now, Gabe.” 

“Please tell me you didn’t steal someone’s card,” Zach bit out. 

“Not the way you think.” She held up one hand to ward him off when he stepped towards her. Carter and Esme stepped out of Brax’s office then, and Mallory looked at them. “They’re both there. Merilee and Jamie.” 

They all went to Mason’s office where Gabe started his magic with the card. 

“What happened?” Zach asked. He held her hand and wouldn’t let her free when she tugged. To tell the truth, she might not have tried that hard. 

“Mona, the charge nurse on my floor, needed some files from the records room, but we were slammed today. So I offered to get them for her.” She shrugged. “After that there was an issue with a patient and we both forgot I had her card. I didn’t even remember until I pulled into the compound.” 

“She has access to the basement and records room?”

“Yes. But not the seventh floor.” 

Gabe was absolutely giddy. “Fuckin’ A. Good work, Mallory.” 

“We still don’t have access to the right floor,” she reminded him.

“But this card will get me into the basement, right? Where the servers are?”

She nodded.

“Get control of the security systems and I can get a team on the seventh floor.”

“The sooner the better. We have to get them out of there and probably whoever else is on that floor,” she said, and filled them in on what she’d read in the files. 

The mood in the room immediately turned grim, but it was Zach’s fear and tension that was the worst. Thankfully, her phone rang before he could start bitching about pulling her out of the assignment. She was pretty sure she knew who it was before she checked the screen and saw a number she didn’t recognize. 

“Hello?”

“Mallory? Thank God I caught you,” Mona said.

“Hey. What’s up?”

“You have my keycard.” She sounded embarrassed and flustered. 

“Oh my God. I’m so sorry, Mona! With everything going on, I completely forgot about it.” She was a better actress than she ever imagined.

“I understand. The thing is I could get fired—we both could—for giving it to you. I can’t lose this job.” 

“Of course not. You want to meet me in the morning?”

“Tonight would be better.” 

She looked at Gabe and mouthed how long? He held up two fingers. She took that to mean twenty minutes. 

“Okay. Where?”

She named a popular restaurant about forty-five minutes away. “Um. The thing is I’m kind of in the middle of a thing with my boyfriend. It’ll be a while before I can get away. Is eight okay?”

Mona exhaled. “Yes. Yes, that’s fine. I’ll see you then.” 

“Great.” 

She flipped the phone shut and turned around to find three pairs of avid eyes on her. 

“Do you think she told anyone?” Zach asked. 

“No way. She doesn’t want to get fired.” She anticipated his next question. “And she won’t tell anyone once she has her card back.” 

A couple hours later, the keycard was copied, Mona’s back in her possession and Mallory was back home in bed with Zach. The excitement of the day caught up with her and she was asleep before Zach could deliver the lecture she sensed simmering in his mind. 


Chapter Seven

A couple days later, Mallory suspected she was in trouble when she turned onto the highway. All day at the hospital she’d felt watched, and now she wasn’t sure if she was paranoid, or worse, right. And wouldn’t you know it? Her freaking cell phone was dead. She’d forgotten to put it on the charger last night. She pressed her lips together and checked the mirror to see if the black SUV was still behind her. Yep. As she drew closer to the city, she knew she needed a plan. 

She couldn’t lead her pursuers to the Elect compound and she could hardly go to her condo. What she needed was a freaking phone and maybe a few burly guys to hide behind. If they were right about these Stirling people, they were murderers. They’d killed people while trying to kidnap Esme and Kaden. Mallory didn’t find anything appealing about death. 

Think. Someplace safe. 

She felt like an idiot when she realized where to go. As an arson investigator, she worked at the fire department’s headquarters, which also held the largest station in the city. There were always a lot of people around. If she could get there. 

The SUV was staying closer to her as traffic grew heavier. She started counting down. Three more exits, two, one. She waited as long as possible to merge into the right lane, then the exit lane, holding her breath as she watched the mirror. Hoping they’d been caught in traffic. Hoping she was wrong. Then she saw the vehicle several cars behind her. Damn it. 

The light at the intersection turned yellow and she kept going while the car behind her stopped. She knew she hadn’t lost them for long, though. She crossed her fingers she wouldn’t get caught at either of the two lights between her and her destination. 

She was parked and entering the building when a black SUV drove by. It was too fast for her to be sure it was the same one. For that matter, she couldn’t be sure the one on the ramp behind her had been the same one.

She went straight to her office and called the compound. Mason picked up. 

“Yeah?”

“It’s Mallory.” She couldn’t quite hide the tremble in her voice. Adrenalin or fear? A bit of both she decided.

“Is that her?” she heard Zach ask in the background. “Give me the phone.”

“Put it on speaker. I don’t want to have to repeat myself ten times.” It was only a slight exaggeration.

“You’re on and we’re all here. Where are you, hon? You were supposed to check in when you left the Institute,” Mason said gently. That he recognized she was afraid and was being nice because of it made her want to cry. She’d rather he yell. 

“I forgot to charge my phone last night. I’m at my office.” She was standing in front of her office window and saw a large-sized black SUV creep by again. “I think I was followed here.”

“Fuck. Mallory, stay there. We’ll come get you,” Zach ordered her. 

“No, I’ll send Aaron,” Brax said. Aaron was his twin brother and a police captain. If he was in his office, he was ten minutes away.

“Don’t go anywhere, baby,” Zach repeated. She snorted. Like she needed to hear that? She wasn’t going anywhere without an armed guard. “Don’t worry. I’m not leaving.” 

“And you are done with this little investigation,” he snapped. 

She might have argued if she wasn’t still shaking. “Can we just talk about that later?”

“Sure, baby,” he replied, but she knew that tone. He meant to order and expected her to obey his every little whim. She’d disabuse him of that delusion when she felt more in control. 

“Tell us about the people who followed you, Mallory,” Brax broke in. “Start at the beginning.” 

There was a knock at her door before she could start. Her heart thudded in her chest. “Someone’s here.”

“Aaron and Kai,” Brax said. “They were already on the way to finalize the paperwork on Esme’s case. They’ll bring you home, but tell us what happened first. And, Mallory?” 

“Yeah?”

“Let them protect you.” 

“Wait a second.” She set the phone down and stepped to the door. 

“Who is it?” she asked. Brax said it was his brother, but Brax wasn’t there, was he? 

“Aaron and Kai. Let us in, Mallory.”

She opened the door just enough for them to slip through, then shut and relocked it. Aaron put his arm around her and squeezed. 

“You’re really spooked, darlin’. Never thought I’d see the day.”

And she was spooked, enough she didn’t shrug him off right away. Like his brother he was a protector. He couldn’t help but try to soothe her, but it was Zach she wanted right now. Not a substitute. She walked to her desk but before she could pick up the handset, Aaron reached around her and hit the speaker button.

“We’re all here,” he said.

“Okay.” She took a deep breath. “I didn’t see the SUV in the parking lot or on the main road. I think they caught up with me on the highway. That’s where I noticed it anyway. It’s one of those huge ones, you know? An Excursion, I think.”

“A Ford?”

“Yeah. The windows are black. I have no idea how many people were in it, but they followed me here and I’ve seen them drive by at least twice,” she said, hearing the doubt creep into her voice. “But you know, there’s a ton of these vehicles out there. Maybe I’m just being paranoid.” 

“Get her out of there now, Brax,” Zach snarled. 

“Wait. When the others are in position,” Brax responded.

“What others?” she asked. 

“You think we’d only send two people to pick you up?” Zach asked. “Keep dreaming.” 

She sighed. Three years she’d lived peacefully without a bunch of overprotective males watching her every move. If she was going back into that world there were going to be some damned ground rules. 

“I think two is plenty, oh lord and master,” she said with saccharine sweetness. She grinned when she heard snickering from the others. 

“Ya just gotta keep pushing, don’t you, baby? Enjoy it while you can, Mallory.”

She couldn’t help herself. She laughed. “I think I will. Now, can we blow this popsicle stand or what?”

“They’re in position, boss,” Mason said. 

Brax gave his blessing and she followed Aaron and Kai out of her office. There was a short argument over who was driving which she lost when Aaron pointed out she hadn’t had the same defensive driving training he had. 

She didn’t see any sign of the black SUV, but it was impossible to miss the two cars Brax had sent to follow them home. She didn’t question how he got them in place so fast. He seemed to always have people all over the city, so he probably called them off another job. They made the drive in silence and the long trek seemed to fly by. Before she knew it, they were parked in front of Brax’s house and she was bracing for the confrontation she knew she’d have with Zach. Sighing, she got out of the car and went to deal with the explosion. 

 

Zach knew he was making everyone crazy. They had varying levels of telepathic abilities. They’d have no problem sensing his rage and fear. He’d been pacing the entire forty minutes that Mallory was on the road. When they buzzed the gate, he spun around to race out, but Brax blocked him. 

“Clear the room,” he ordered the others in the office. “Not you, Zach.”

He was frustrated enough he actually considered trying to dodge Brax, though he knew it wouldn’t get him anywhere.

“What?” 

“Want some advice?”

“Hell no. I want to check on my wife.” 

Brax shook his head. “You’re getting it anyway. You run out there like this? So angry you can’t control it? You’ll push her away for good.”

Damn it. He was right. Grinding his teeth to hold back angry words, Zach spun around, paced to the far wall and punched it hard enough to crack the plaster. Brax wore his serious leader expression when Zach faced him again. 

“Feel better?”

“What do you think?” he countered sarcastically.

“If you really want her back, you have to control the side of you that makes you Elect.”

“Those are natural instincts for us. It’s part of what we are,” Zach felt obliged to point out. 

Brax made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a snort. “It’s a dilemma, I know. But whether you like it or not, she’s a modern woman. She’s learned to be independent, and she likes it. Try to take that away from her, let that rage and fear get the best of you and you really will lose her. You won’t be able to apologize enough, you won’t be able to make up for it.” 

This was a side of Brax he’d never seen before and he wasn’t sure he liked it. “You been watching Dr. Phil again?”

He laughed. “Let’s just say I’m learning the hard way.” 

“Esme.” The woman Brax had recently mated with was no pushover.

“Esme,” Brax agreed with a smile Zach didn’t even want to try to interpret. But he sure would like to have what he saw between the two when they were together. 

He heard a car door slam outside and took a deep breath, vowing to stay calm, to stay contained. 

“Ready?” Brax asked.

“As I’ll ever be.”

He stepped into the foyer at the same time Mallory walked through the front door. She looked pale but otherwise fine. He didn’t hurry to her, though he saw the expectation in her eyes. After a moment she tilted her head to one side and frowned. He thought he saw a flash of disappointment in her eyes, but surely he was imagining that. 

“Are you okay?” he asked, finally stepping forward. Slowly. Cautiously. He felt a spike of fear on the bond between them, but knew it wasn’t him that scared her. 

“I’m fine. Really.” 

She said the right words, but he was connected to her and he knew it was a lie. He held his arms open and she walked into them. “You’re safe now,” he whispered. 

“Don’t get used to this,” she whispered back. “I won’t hide inside this compound forever. I won’t let you smother me with protection.”

He didn’t voice his first thought—why the hell not? “I know. But you can stay with me tonight, at least. Let me hover and be overprotective for a little while, baby.” He had no idea what she heard in his voice, what she felt from his mind, but he knew for sure she was only letting him have his way temporarily. 

“Just tonight, Zach.” 

He heard the uncertainty in her voice, and it broke something in him. Those bastards had shattered her confidence in herself. He could destroy them for that alone. If he knew who they were. Slowly, he let her go and looked down at her, brushing her hair from her face. 

“Why don’t you go to the house and take a hot bath? I’ll bring you dinner.”

She gave him a suspicious look. “You’re not thinking of cutting me out of the loop here, are you, Zach?”

“No, baby.” He sighed. “I’ll tell you everything, but I need to take care of you first.”

She looked at the other men gathered in the foyer—Brax, Mason, Carter and her brother, Brad. They looked as determined as he felt. “Y’all never change.”

“Hey, I’m trying.”

She smiled. “Yes. You are trying.”

He heard the subtext. Trying her patience. Laughing, he nudged her towards the door. “Go. I know you think I can’t be redeemed.”

He waited until she left, her brother nodding and following her out. He knew Brad would see her home. “I want these assholes.”

“We all do,” Brax said grimly with a glance at Mason and Carter. “I think they have a plan.”

“Good. Fill me in while I make her a plate.” 

They followed him into the kitchen and he rummaged in the fridge for sandwich makings. 

“Mallory already verified the women we’re looking for are there, and we have the keycard. She seems to think we need to move quickly,” Mason said.

“Agreed,” Zach replied.

“How much time do we have?” he asked Zach. “When is she supposed to go back?”

“I’ll verify with her, but I think not until this weekend. Five days.”

“That’s good. We can work with that,” Carter said. “We need at least that for a workable plan.”

“And what is the plan?” Zach asked.

“We’re gonna hijack a truck. Then Gabe is gonna hijack their security,” Mason said smugly as the other man joined them.

“I thought you said you couldn’t get into their system.”

“Not from here. But if I’m inside? Piece of cake.” Gabe held up the copied keycard he’d made. 

“Do I want to know how you think you can pull this off?”

Mason shook his head, but there was something in his expression that made Zach uneasy. “What?”

“A lot to work out still,” Mason said. “Give us a day or two to come up with the details.”

“Fine, but I want Mallory out,” he said.

He knew by the look Brax and Mason exchanged that wasn’t likely. Brax shrugged and Zach resisted the urge to punch him. “If she wants out, but we’ll probably need her at least one more day.”

Zach didn’t respond. They knew how pissed the idea made him. He shoved a stack of sandwiches in a bag and grabbed a couple of Coke cans. He needed to get to Mallory. He had to see she was safe and try to talk her out of this insanity, though he feared even with her recent scare it was a lost cause. 

Nodding to his so-called friends, he backed out the door. “Fill me in later.”

Now it was time to comfort his woman.


Chapter Eight

Brad was with her every step of the way, so she didn’t rush to the house, but once there she waved him away and locked the door. Alone, she leaned back against it. That was when the shakes started. 

Adrenalin, she told herself. Just a delayed reaction to fear and excitement. A hot shower would help, Zach was right about that, but no bath. She was afraid if she got in the big tub she’d never want to get out. She felt like an old woman, tired and drained and all used up, as she made her way through the living room, then the upstairs to the master bedroom. 

Zach hadn’t changed anything from her plans for the house, and as near as she could tell, everything she’d left at the old place had been moved here. She approached the closet with trepidation. After her hospitalization, her brothers had brought a few of her things. She’d never mentioned what was missing. Makeup, perfume, books. Clothes. The things Zach had always liked to see her wear. 

She’d spent a few days in this house. Resisting Zach and the change she sensed in him. Living out of her suitcase. Which would be a problem unless the laundry fairy had come while she was at work, and she was pretty sure that hadn’t happened. She had a gym bag in the trunk of her car and considered going to search for it, then decided that was probably a waste of time and energy. She’d bet the contents of her retirement fund that somewhere in this house were several boxes of her things. 

They weren’t hard to find. There were two closets in the master bedroom. She knew which was Zach’s because he never shut the door all the way. She opened the other. The boxes were stacked against the back wall. The first she opened contained what she was looking for. She ignored the dresses and found a pair of soft purple lounging pants and a matching tee to wear with it.

In the bathroom she set the knobs to hot in the walk-in shower, ignoring the big soaking tub, and stripped off her scrubs. She only stayed under the spray long enough to wash and warm up. 

She found Zach waiting for her in the living area after she got out, dried and dressed. The look he swept over her was pleased and scorching hot, and her body responded against her will. He couldn’t miss the way her nipples hardened. He’d scent her sudden arousal too. But he didn’t say a word about them. 

“I brought sandwiches. You should eat something, baby.”

An hour ago the thought of food would have made her stomach roil, but now she found she was starving. She sat on the sofa in front of him and reached for one. 

“What’s going on?”

He snorted. “I’m not sure. They said something about hijacking a truck. Getting Jamie and Merilee out. Breaking into the computers at Stirling.”

She interrupted when he started talking about hacking into files. “How does Gabe think he’s going to pull that off?” 

Zach reached for a sandwich and shrugged one shoulder. “I have no idea. You know Gabe, though. If anyone can do it, he can. He seems to think that card he cloned will help.”

“I guess.” But she wasn’t so sure. Stirling was serious to the point of paranoia about security. 

“You can’t go back there, Mallory,” he said softly, seriously. “And you need to take leave from the fire department too. It’s harder to protect you outside the compound and right now Brax needs those resources focusing on Stirling.” 

So he thought he could just ease into taking over her life? 

“I won’t quit my job.”

“I know. I’m not asking you to.” He reached over and squeezed her hand when she would have protested. “Two weeks, baby. How long has it been since you took time off?”

Judging by his expression, he knew she never had. Oh, she took a few days off from the department, but she used them to volunteer at the free clinic. She’d never taken that length of time for herself. Never even thought about it. She didn’t have any burning desire to go anywhere and she couldn’t face a week of silence in her condo. Two would be hell. 

“And you need to stay inside the compound while we figure this out.”

That ignited her temper as nothing else had. She jerked her hand away. “Think you’ve maneuvered me pretty well here, don’t you?” She stood. “My parents are gone right now. I’ll stay at their house.” It was a ridiculous suggestion, and she knew it. She’d been staying with him, but that was temporary, damn it. What he wanted… He wanted her to surrender and she refused to do it. Not on his terms.

“We’d be more comfortable here. In our own space. But if you insist, fine. We’ll stay at your parents’,” he said calmly. Like he wasn’t trying to totally disrupt her world.

Hell no. She shook her head. “One of my brothers can stay with me. Not that I need a babysitter,” she said scornfully. 

“They have their own lives. Their own duties.”

Oh, he was pushing his luck. “I’m a duty now?” she asked sweetly. 

A look of confusion crossed his face. “I didn’t say that.” 

“You implied it,” she snapped, and then cocked her head to one side and studied him. “Is that what I am, Zach? This sudden new interest of yours? A duty you haven’t been fulfilling?” 

The idea hurt worse than she’d expected. Glaring, he stood and stalked towards her. He grabbed her shoulders when she went to whirl away, forcing her to look up at him. “That has got to be the most insulting thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“Really?” She didn’t struggle, didn’t move an inch. “I’m sure I’ll do better next time.”

The look that crossed his face was one part amusement, one part fury. “You plan to make a habit of insulting me?”

“Why not? There’s a certain satisfaction in it.”

His face lowered towards hers and she couldn’t make herself dodge him even if he hadn’t been holding her still. His lips brushed over her cheeks, her lowered eyelids. “You’ll have to stick around for that,” he whispered seconds before his mouth closed over hers. 

And she was so screwed. She couldn’t stand to be separated from him again, but she also refused to give up the woman she’d become. He’d mentioned compromise days ago, but he was already back to his old ways, trying to get her to move inside the compound and quit her job. She could fight him, but it was exhausting. He was so…much. His personality was so overwhelming. Demanding. Would he be able to help himself? The sex was awesome, though. Couldn’t it just be about that? He broke the kiss and stared down at her. 

“What’s wrong? I feel your pain, baby.”

“It’s nothing.” She tried to tug him back down to meet her lips. Not only did he resist, he let her go and stepped away. Frustration burned in her stomach. 

“I know when you’re lying to me.” He took her hand, lacing their fingers together. Damn it. Of course he did. And right now she didn’t know what she wanted much less what she needed. She wrenched free from his grip. She needed to think.

“I’m going on a run. I’ll stay in the compound,” she added snidely.

He didn’t protest when she stalked out. She already had her running shoes on and stopped just long enough to pull her mp3 player out of her purse. She clipped it to her waist and stuck the buds in her ears. She didn’t count on him following, but he kept his distance so she didn’t bitch. Much. Or out loud. And then a perfect, evil thought occurred to her. 

Grinning, cranking up the volume on her mp3 player, she headed for the longest trail inside the fences. She wondered if he’d kept running after she left. He’d always hated it. She, however, loved to run and in the last few years she’d taken up marathons. For the first few miles, he kept up easily, but it wasn’t long before she heard him struggling. 

She slowed to a walk and veered off the path, heading towards the stream and little watering hole that was a hot make-out spot when she was a teenager. She supposed it still might be, so she hit mute on the mp3 player and paused outside the clearing, cocking her head to the side and listening. It was silent and empty, but not abandoned. In the years she’d been gone, someone had brought in a picnic table and a couple of lounge chairs. She stretched out on one, not looking at Zach when he took the other. 

“Feel better?” he asked drily. 

The hell of it was she didn’t. 

“Are you gonna tell me what’s wrong?” There was a hint of exasperation in his voice. She sighed. 

“Why are you doing this, Zach? Trying so hard to get me back?”

He gave her a shrewd look. “I don’t think so. You know why I want you back, baby. I show you every night. What’s really wrong?”

“Do I know why you want me back? I’m not so sure. Sex? That’s easy. You can get that anywhere.”

“You can’t be serious. This is not about getting laid.”

“Nice bonus, though, huh?” she asked sarcastically. 

He stood and paced. “Okay, wait. We’ll deal with that in a minute. That isn’t what upset you so much you tried to run me into the ground.”

She shrugged, but kept a cautious eye on him. “I had a moment. Sue me.” 

“What do I have to do to get you to talk to me, damn it? You have to admit I’ve been trying.” He was angry and she was glad since it sparked her own ire. 

“For how long, Zach? How long are you going to try? When are you going to revert to true form?” 

She stood, ready to leave and find someplace she could be alone. He grabbed her hand before she could go. The look on his face was unbelieving and hurt. She almost softened, but she knew Elect males. Any sign of weakness and they took full advantage. She tried to tug free. 

“Oh no, baby. You aren’t going anywhere until you talk to me.” 

Whether she liked it or not, she did owe him an explanation of some sort, didn’t she? 

“So talk,” she countered, feeling belligerent now. “When does the reversion to the real Zach happen?”

“You’re afraid.” 

“No, I’m not,” she scoffed. “I’m just pissed off in advance.” 

“You don’t think I’ve learned anything over the last three years?” He sounded…what was that? Careful? Curious? She wasn’t sure. 

She turned around to face him. Damn, the man didn’t have a right to look so good. Didn’t have the right to make her heart race and pussy clench. “I think you can’t help it. I think you are what you are. Elect.”

His jaw clenched. “I can’t help what I am. You’ve always known that. Since we were kids, Mallory.” He stalked closer but he didn’t touch her. “It wasn’t a problem before.”

“Of course it wasn’t,” she hissed. “Because I let you take over. I was so—” She cut that off. She was just making it worse, giving him ammunition. Like he needed more. She was at the edge of the clearing when he spoke again. 

“Your parents mated young, didn’t they? Your mom is hell on wheels, but was she always like that? She was sixteen when she met your dad and she’s human. I think she grew into it.” 

“Unlike me.” She’d always wondered if that made her a tiny bit inferior in his mind. 

“Our son,” he said softly, “was Elect.”

He didn’t understand how that cut. 

“But I’m not. A daughter…”

“Don’t you dare.” He glared. She could practically see the steam from his ears. “Our child is our child, Elect or human. I don’t care about that.”

“So why did you leave?” she asked, and even she could hear the confusion and misery in her voice. She felt small. Weak and alone. 

“Because I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t save you, or me, that pain. And…I didn’t know how to face you.” He paused. “I failed you and our baby. I have to live with that.”

She was stunned. “Wow. You are a dumbass, aren’t you?”

“Excuse me?”

“You couldn’t have done anything, Zach. You know how this goes. Human mother. Elect father.” She shook her head. “Sometimes it comes together, like with my brothers and me, and sometimes it doesn’t. Is that really why you didn’t fight for us?”

“You’re wrong. That’s my failure,” he said quietly. “I failed you. Our child.”

“You think you could have stopped it?” She didn’t think so. 

“No.” He shook his head. “Intellectually, I know nothing I could have done would make a difference. Emotionally, I know I should have been paying more attention.”

She finally realized he was still guilt-ridden. How had she not seen that before? They were a couple of idiots. “You couldn’t have done anything, Zach. Neither could I. It just…happened.”

He nodded and took a deep breath. “I know that now, but it doesn’t change the fact I wasted a hell of a lot of years trying to save you, us, from another loss.”

She couldn’t meet his gaze. She knew the risks. “That would likely happen again.”

“Would it? And that brings up another question,” he said awkwardly. If she hadn’t witnessed his show of discomfort, she’d never have believed it. 

“What?”

“Birth control.”

She went cold. There was just no other way to describe it. She was safe, but no protection was perfect, was it? The idea of going through that kind of loss again was terrifying. She held a hand up and backed up a step.

“Don’t you even think about touching me,” she snapped. “I won’t go through that again. I won’t be…the weak link again. Human mothers don’t work out always, right?” she ended bitterly.

He was silent a long time and she refused to speak. “You’re wrong, as it turns out. I’ve been studying the DNA a long time. I think I can fix it.”

She felt like she’d taken a blow to the chest. “You think? You’d experiment with our child?” 

“No! Do you really believe that crap?”

“I don’t know what to believe.” She took in a long breath that hurt. “I do know that the one person I counted on, the one person I thought was on my side…wasn’t.”

 

Her emotional pain was going to do the one thing nothing else had ever managed. Eviscerate him. He had no idea how to fix this, either. His instinct was to pull her into his arms and hold her until she believed him. But she held herself stiff with a major back off vibe. 

Oh, fuck it. He couldn’t leave her alone and hurting. 

She didn’t retreat when he approached and wrapped his arms around her, but it was several minutes before she began to relax and soften against him. He breathed a sigh of relief. 

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “If I could go back and change things, I would, baby.”

She kept her face pressed to his chest. He felt her tears dampening his shirt. 

“You’re asking the impossible from me, Zach. I don’t see where we can go from here.”

“Forward. We go forward. You move back here, inside the compound, and we start again.”

She stiffened in his arms, then tried to pull away. 

“Now what?” He couldn’t keep a tinge of exasperation from his voice.

“Things are going to be different. I’m not the timid little mouse you mated.”

“I can live with that.” He wanted to shout in elation. She wasn’t saying no. 

She snorted. “Really? You say that now, but how long will it last?”

They’d already been down this road and he knew there was only one way she’d believe him. “Nothing I say is going to convince you. I’ve already tried that. The only thing that’s going to reassure you, baby, is to live with me and see it happen.”

She leaned back to stare up at him. Her expression was a mix of fear and hope. She didn’t really believe he could change, but she wanted to. He’d be damned if he was going to let her down again. It seemed like forever before she gave him a slight, reluctant nod. 

“That’s a yes? You’ll give me a chance?”

“I guess I will. Don’t fuck it up.”

He laughed. “I can’t promise that, baby. We both know I will and I’m sure you’ll put me back in my place.”

“Definitely.” 

Her lips curved in a half-smile, sexy and inviting, that made him want to strip her where she stood and do wicked things. Years ago she would have been scandalized if he suggested making love outside, especially in such a popular spot. He wondered what she’d say now. She was different. Bold. Gutsy. Only one way to find out. 

It was full dark. The oppressively hot day had become a warm, balmy night. Perfect for skinny-dipping. He toed off his shoes and socks, then ripped his shirt over his head. Her eyes widened and she bit her bottom lip as she looked him over. 

“What are you doing?”

He unsnapped his jeans, pushed them down with his underwear and stepped out of them. “It’s a nice night. Thought I’d enjoy the pool.” He winked and waded into the water. When it was waist-high, he turned and looked at her. “You should join me.”

“I could,” she teased, toying with the edge of her shirt. “But what’s in it for me?”

He smiled. She was playing with him. It had been years since he’d felt so good. “Come and see.” He paused, poured all the desire and love he felt into his next words. “I can make you scream, baby.”

He watched her tremble, watched her eyes darken. When she reached for the hem of her shirt, he held his breath. She was bathed in the moon’s glow, a temptress that threatened to stop his heart as she slowly undressed. Finally, she stepped into the water and moved to him. He’d meant to go slow, but he didn’t have the self-restraint. He yanked her close and crushed her lips under his. 

She was completely with him. She wrapped her legs around his waist and impaled herself on him. He gripped her hips and held her still. 

“Birth control,” he reminded her in a whisper. 

“Covered. Those shots are so convenient,” she whispered, pausing to tug his lower lip between her teeth. Her inner muscles clenched around his cock. “What are you waiting for?” 

He had to grit his teeth against giving in to her unspoken demand. He felt her need. Her desperation. She wanted to be taken hard and fast. She wanted a quick, satisfying joining. Satisfying, yes, but he refused to give her quick. Not when he still felt her pain and bewilderment and anger buried under the lust. 

Gripping her hips, he broke the kiss and stared down into her eyes. The glaze was giving way to reason. 

“Don’t stop,” she pleaded. “No thinking.”

She rolled her pelvis against him, driving his cock deeper, and he had to smile at the blatant attempt to distract him. He nipped her bottom lip in punishment. 

“There are some situations, baby, where you just don’t get to be in charge.” He punctuated the statement by bending down to her nipple and sucking it into his mouth. When he increased the pressure, adding a bite of pain, her pussy convulsed around him. 

You like that, he spoke to her mentally. 

“Maybe. Do it again,” she whispered. 

When he did, she cried out and dug her nails into his shoulders. This was a side of her sexuality they’d barely explored before. Even sensing her interest, he’d been afraid of pushing her too far, too fast. Of losing control and hurting her. He was less afraid of that now. And he thought she might be up for the next level. 

He slid his hands to her ass, spread the cheeks and ran a finger down to the tiny hole he’d uncovered. She sucked in a breath but didn’t deny him, didn’t try to free herself. He pressed gently against her, kept his mouth against her breast as he whispered the question.

“Yes?”

“Yes,” she hissed back.

But it wouldn’t be as far as he wanted to go since he hadn’t come prepared with any lube. Still, it was a start, future preparation for a step he was certain would happen soon. He lifted his head as he slowly pushed one finger into her ass. He met the ring of resistance, watched her eyes widen and her teeth catch her bottom lip. Instead of protesting the invasion, she moved against him and hissed with discomfort when he broke through. Then a new, lush wave of arousal washed over him. He felt her desire along with his. Amplifying it, heightening every sensation. Pain mixed with pleasure. Pleasure mixed with pain. She didn’t hide how much she liked it.

“Oh, baby, the things I can share with you,” he whispered reverently. How had he not seen this side of her before?

“Well, get on with it,” she panted. 

 He grinned at her impatience. “Not all at once,” he denied her, but they both knew the promise of more was there. He wanted to make her beg, wanted to make her scream as she did it. She curled her fingers in his hair and tugged. 

“Do it now,” she ordered. “I feel what you do. Don’t you remember that, honey? This part of the bond?”

“I remember,” he said lazily, reaching between them and finding her clit. “But what you want and what you need and what I can give you now are not all necessarily the same thing.”

Her eyes clouded as she tried to work her way through that pronouncement, but he didn’t want her thinking. Not yet. Not for a long time. Right now he just needed her to feel. The connection between them. The rightness of it. And there was only one way to get there, faster than he wanted, but maybe now was the right time. 

He kept his finger where it was and started to work another in with it, while also focusing on her clit. He wasn’t soft or gentle. He could feel her in his heart and mind and that wasn’t what she needed now. So he drove her up quickly. He used that little bite of pain she loved and she met him every step. When he withdrew his cock from her pussy, she moaned a protest but hushed when he nudged the head against her ass. 

Damn, he wanted her bad, just like this, but caution held him back. “You’ve never done this before and we don’t have any lube, baby,” he cautioned. 

“I don’t care,” she whispered. The admission was enough to snap him back and he moved, thrusting back into her pussy. She groaned a complaint. 

“But I do care. We’ll get to it when the time is right, I promise.” 

He gave her what she needed then, thrusting hard and fast and sure, giving that little extra twist when he touched her clit. He was so connected to her, he felt the way the pain and pleasure twined together. He felt everything she did when the orgasm exploded over her and knew she shared his when it came seconds later.

 

Mallory plastered herself against him, too replete and satisfied to dare try to move. His hands stroked up and down her back, soothing, tempting her to drift off to sleep. 

“You can’t pass out here.”

She groaned. “Why not?” 

He chuckled. “Think you can float sleeping?”

“Sure. Why not?” she mumbled. 

“Anyone could come along.”

“Just had to go ruin it, didn’t you?” 

And that voice of reason really was ruining it. Some of the sex had hurt, and that hurt had been so, so good. 

She’d think that made her weird, but she’d grown up with the Elect. She’d heard this tale from so many of their woman, human or otherwise. She’d just never experienced it before. Zach had always held that part of himself back and she hadn’t complained. But now…now she knew what the cost had been, both in what she’d lost and what she’d have to lose in the future. 

Any pretense of control—sexually, at least—would be gone. He might accept her, even acquiesce to her, in regular life situations, but privately? With all the barriers between them stripped away? Never. He was what he was. Part of her accepted that and another part knew she had to keep some for herself. And all of her had no freaking idea how to make this work.


Chapter Nine

Zach felt Mallory pulling away emotionally when his phone chirped a new message. He clenched his jaw when he read it.

“What’s wrong?” Mallory asked.

“Brax wants us back at the house.” And he was damned sure he wasn’t going to like what he heard when they got there.

He knew when they entered something hadn’t gone right with Gabe’s plan. Before he could usher Mallory back outside, Brax stepped out of his office and motioned them over. His leader and friend wore a partly resigned, partly pissed-off countenance. It made Zach nervous because he’d only seen that expression lately, since Brax had taken Esme as his mate. It was usually a sign Brax’s sweet-looking mate had steamrolled over him when he’d tried to protect her. 

Zach had a sneaking suspicion he was next to lose control of his mate and braced himself when he followed Mallory into the room. Gabe and Carter were waiting there with Esme. Mallory took the free chair next to her while Brax sat on the edge of his desk. 

“What’s up?” Zach asked with more bite in his voice than he’d intended. Mallory turned to give him an arch look over her shoulder as if she knew what was coming. Hell, maybe she did. 

“We have two goals. First, of course, is to get Merilee, Jamie and any of our other people we don’t know about out.” He paused. “Second, Gabe is going to copy as much of their database as possible in the time we have. He’ll also be controlling security so we can get in and out without getting caught. The timeline is really tight, the operation complicated. Mallory has to be there.”

Zach barely heard the end of the sentence over the rush of fury in his ears. “We already agreed she wasn’t going back in.” He whirled on Gabe. “You said you had this handled.” 

To his credit, the other man looked unhappy and pissed about it. “If I had another couple weeks? Sure. But the kid insists it can’t wait.” 

The kid. Carter’s son, who kept insisting his mother was alive, in danger and inside Stirling. That explained why Carter was here. 

“I don’t do computers, Gabe,” Mallory said. 

“I don’t expect you to. You’re going to work this Saturday just like you’re scheduled. It’s a visitor’s day, right?”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

“And you said the cafeteria deliveries are every Wednesday and Saturday, no matter what is going on.”

“That’s right,” she said, as he unrolled a long tube of paper and spread it out over Brax’s desk.

“The original floor plans,” Gabe said. “I’m sure they’ve been altered some, but we need specifics, babe.”

Zach moved around the desk with her to look at them. “What do you need to know?”

Gabe pointed to the back of the building. “This is still a loading dock that backs up to the cafeteria and its storage?”

“Yes.”

“This corridor that runs parallel to the storage area…who has access to it?”

She shrugged. “Everyone. It’s against the rules to smoke on the property, but as long as it’s out of sight, the administration doesn’t say anything. This is the unofficial area.” She paused for a breath while tracing the hall with her finger. “This is the employee locker room. And this is the elevator.”

Gabe pointed to the stairwell that was accessed through the corridor just feet from the dock though. “Is this still here? Can you access it?”

“I can’t, no,” she said with enough thought in her voice it made Zach nervous. If Gabe suggested she try it, Zach might have to hurt the little twerp. “Mona probably can, though, and you copied her card.”

And there was no way in hell she was going to try out that cloned card either. “Why do you need Mallory?” he asked. “Y’all were talking about hijacking a truck earlier. I assume you mean to take over the delivery to slip a team in.” It seemed a logical conclusion. 

“Yes, exactly. It will be…complicated, though. And the timeline will have to be very specific.”

“And Mallory?”

Brax finally stepped forward and took over. “We can easily gain control of the truck and Gabe is confident that he can control the security. But if we don’t want to draw attention to ourselves, it has to be done quietly. Mason and his team will go up the stairwell, but they won’t do it fast. We don’t want anyone to hear anything and get curious. Then there’s the condition of the patients. From the list of drugs Mallory gave us, we can assume they’ll need to be carried out. Time-consuming, but it actually works in our favor to a certain extent.

“We estimate it will take about an hour and a half to unload the truck. We’ll have the driver and co-driver do that and send a six man team for our people.” 

“We have no idea how many people are there,” Zach pointed out.

“Which is why you’re going in with them,” Brax said. “You have drugs that will counter effect some of the ones on Mallory’s list. We might need them and someone who knows how to use them.”

Zach shook his head. “No. We have a list of drugs, but we have no way of knowing if it’s complete.”

“Okay, but we still need a doctor on the team,” Brax said. “We’d like more time to plan, but I don’t think we have it.”

And Brax was famous for his intuition. If he thought the situation was critical, Zach believed him. He didn’t want his wife involved though. 

“I understand, but there’s no reason for Mallory to be there.”

“There is, though,” she whispered, then bit her lip. A sign of anxiety. Worry. It was so different from the woman she was now that it froze him. It took a few moments to realize he didn’t like it much. 

“Baby?” he asked softly. He didn’t need to finish the sentence. She knew he was offering to rescue her. She gave him a sweet smile and slight shake of her head. 

“Saturday might work,” she said, brisk and all business. “Visiting hours are 8 a.m to 8 p.m. That’s the only time IDs aren’t checked at the gate or lobby doors. It’s a madhouse, actually, so I wouldn’t be surprised if the delivery is pretty much ignored. The electronic security will still be in place, though.” 

“But you don’t have to be there, baby,” Zach said softly.

“Yeah, I think I do. If I don’t show up, even if I called in sick, it could change the way everyone else acts. The nurses would have an extra burden. That would stress them and security would notice. They might even get asked to pitch in and help. Normally, they’d be focused on the gate and grounds on a visitor’s day, but decrease the staff inside, and some of them might get pulled into the building. You don’t want extra security inside. These guys are too focused…” She let the thought trail off, but he suspected where she was going with it. “To pull this off, the normal routine has to be maintained. Altering that routine changes too many variables in what is already a very tricky operation.”

Gabe grinned and lifted the keycard he’d copied. “Don’t worry, Zach. It’ll be a piece of cake.”

He didn’t believe that for a minute, but Mallory jumped in before he could say so.

“It’s not that big a hospital. Once you’re into the secure areas, someone will realize you don’t belong there,” she said severely. “And don’t forget, these people are paranoid. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re using some kind of identifying software on the security cameras.” 

“Facial recognition,” Gabe said, and the damned idiot sounded excited about it. “I’ll just have to make sure I’m not seen. We might need a distraction when we’re moving everyone to the truck, though.” 

“Oh no,” Zach said. “No fires.”

“Why not? She can control it,” Gabe countered. 

“Here’s a revolutionary idea,” Esme interjected. “Why don’t y’all ask her?”

“You can control fire?” Carter asked. Zach had grown so used to seeing the newcomer around he forgot Carter didn’t know of all their different abilities. Or maybe because she was human the other male had assumed she didn’t have any. “If you can do that, why not set a fire on the seventh floor? Force an evac, then we just snatch who we want off the front lawn.”

“She needs visual or close contact,” Zach said, moving to stand behind her. “It’s too dangerous.”

“My control can be erratic. And you’re also assuming they won’t sacrifice those patients to cover up what they’ve done,” Mallory said. 

He squeezed her shoulders in a show of support that either no one noticed or everyone ignored. This was the one thing he wouldn’t bend on. He wouldn’t let her be forced or talked into using the fire she’d worked so hard to control. 

“Damn it,” Carter muttered, and while Zach sympathized, his concern was for his woman and no one else. 

“Besides,” Mallory added, “you’re forgetting a few things. I can feed the fire so it won’t go out when the sprinklers come on, but that’ll raise suspicions.” She paused half a beat. “Plus a fire large enough to accomplish what you need is difficult to control. I won’t put that many people in danger.”

The room fell silent hearing that, disappointment and frustration rising like a fog. “Let me think it over,” Mallory said, sounding distracted. Zach knew she was trying to figure out a way to help the Elect without endangering a bunch of innocent, and not-so-innocent, bystanders. “What about a car fire? Security keeps a couple cars right out front. That would get them moving, I’d think, and I can see them from the lobby.”

“And bonus, it would draw a crowd, further distracting security,” Gabe said.

“Probably,” she said reluctantly. “But you’ll still have to be fast. These guys are pretty well trained. The good news is while they put a couple extra nurses on staff for visitor’s day, they don’t add security. That leaves you eight guards to deal with. Two on the gate, two on the grounds, two inside security and two wandering the building.”

“What about IT? Computer techs?”

She shrugged. “I’ve never seen them on the weekend.”

“Great. This will work,” Gabe said.

“There’s still too much risk to Mallory. Especially if you want that distraction,” Zach snapped. No way she was going to be so exposed while they tried to pull off such a dangerous rescue.

“We got lucky there. Turns out an old business acquaintance of my grandfather’s is there. Loves to get visitors, but his memory ain’t so good,” Brax said. “We’ll set up a fake ID just in case and alter my appearance some.” He held up his hand when Zach would have protested. “I need you with the patients and we have to have someone close to Mallory who can communicate telepathically with the team.” 

Zach clenched his fists and tried to come up with a reason, any reason to get her out of this. 

“Forget it,” Mallory said. “Are we done for now?”

Brax nodded, looked at Zach and then back at her. “Are you staying in the compound?”

Zach wondered if there wasn’t deeper meaning in the question. Brax had to realize she’d been staying with Zach at their house. Carter and Gabe slipped out the door. Zach almost laughed at the show of discretion. Gabe would be back interrogating Brax or Esme as soon as he and Mallory left. If Mallory had drawn the same conclusion about the question he had, she didn’t show it. 

“I’m not going anywhere.” 

She left without another word, without even looking in his direction, which was good because he doubted he’d be able to hide the triumph he felt. 

“Stay a minute,” Brax ordered when he turned to leave. He waited until Esme whispered in his ear and left before continuing. “You and Mallory? She’s coming around?”

“Anyone ever told you you’re nosy, Brax?”

He chuckled. “It’s in the job description.” He sobered quickly, though. “All three of her brothers have come to see me today. The younger two are threatening to bring their dad in.”

Zach snorted. “She’s a grown woman and she’s my wife. She can make her own choices.”

Much as it killed him that he couldn’t guard her 24/7, he knew she could take care of herself. Brax shrugged. 

“Just a heads up, man. If I were you, I’d get things settled before reinforcements arrive.” 


Chapter Ten

It was Saturday afternoon and Zach was still a little surprised to find himself hiding in the back of a delivery truck for the rescue mission. He’d kept the fact he wasn’t human a secret his whole life, had kept the secret for his people. No one had known about them. They’d been under the radar, so to speak. They thought. For that certainty to be so completely blown out of the water was still a little weird.

They’d taken over the truck. That part hadn’t been tricky at all. They’d just followed the truck from the distribution center to the gas station. It had been easy to move in and quietly take over. The driver and assistant would wake up in their homes tomorrow with no memory of the previous day. 

And now they were backed onto the loading dock. While the substitute Elect driver distracted the kitchen manager, Gabe snuck off. A few minutes later, he gave the team the all clear. They were all connected mentally, including Brax, who was in the lobby with Mallory. Zach resisted asking about her. He had a job to focus on, and he knew she was capable of taking care of herself. Plus, Brax was close if she needed help. 

Instead, he focused on following the team up the stairwell that Gabe had secured. They went slowly and carefully. It was complete torture. It seemed to take forever. He knew they had an hour and a half to burn, but the pace made him crazy. He was fucking glad he didn’t do their jobs on a regular basis. By the time they got to the seventh floor, he was ready to howl his relief.

He was the last through the door and walked up the hall to the charge station. He saw both nurses apparently sleeping peacefully in their chairs. He stopped long enough to check their pulses. The tranquilizer he’d loaded for the soldiers wasn’t strong enough to kill, but he wanted to be sure they were okay. 

The team was waiting for him. He looked up at the patient board. He wasn’t surprised to see Merilee and Jamie on it. He’d been afraid there would be a lot more, but there were only four patient names. The additional two were Riley and Gideon. The women were at one end of the hall, the men at the other. He went with Carter to check on the women while Mason went to check on the males. Mason reported in first. 

Zach, we’ve got two boys. Fifteen or sixteen. Both are knocked out cold. We’ll have to carry them out.

That was really bad news. They’d brought six men in, had four people to extract and two who definitely couldn’t do it on their own. He wasn’t confident of finding the women in any better shape. 

Stand by, he said to Mason as he followed Carter up the hall. 

“Oh hell,” Carter whispered when they walked into the first room. Merilee’s room. Zach tried to ignore the anger and anguish he heard in the other man’s voice, but it was damned hard. He felt the same about the women in his life. Zach did a quick exam. 

“She’s sedated and malnourished,” he said. “I can’t tell anything more right now.”

One of the other soldiers they’d brought with them took her to the rally point, and he continued with Carter after the final patient. Jamie. Who officially was dead, and Zach guessed was Carter’s mate. Neither of them was prepared for what they found when they entered her room. 

Everything in Zach—doctor, mate, Elect, decent person—objected to what he saw. Jamie was restrained the way a violent criminal would be. Her wrists and ankles were secured to her bed, she was drugged. But that wasn’t the worst of it. The woman was covered in bruises, scrapes and cuts. It was obvious she’d been tortured. 

Zach only spared a moment’s thought for how Jamie’s mate might feel about the situation. She was his patient, along with three others. He just wanted to get them clear. Carrying four people, it took longer to get down the stairs than up, but their timing was perfect. Everything should have been clear, but Gabe called a halt. Zach’s stomach churned. Had something gone wrong? And was Mallory okay? He took a deep breath, reminded himself she was strong and capable, and waited. A few minutes later, Gabe sent the all clear and they moved out. And he couldn’t wait any longer. He had to know if something had gone wrong.

What happened? he asked. 

Guards on the loading dock. Mallory distracted them, but y’all need to move, Gabe replied. 

Brax? he asked. Where is my wife?

She’s fine. I’m covering her. Y’all get out of there.

 

Her part of the plan was simple, but that didn’t stop nerves from making her jumpy. When Brax walked in an hour before her shift ended, giving her a short, searching look, she wondered if it showed. She called upstairs for the patient he’d come to see and pointed him to a free sitting area near the front corner windows. 

If everything went according to plan, he’d end his visit when she reentered the lobby after clocking out. As soon as the team and patients were ready to move from the stairwell to the truck, Brax would signal her. There’d been some debate about whether a fire diversion would be necessary and they had decided to wait and see. If they needed one, the plan had changed a little bit. Instead of causing a fire in one of the security cars, it was going to be in the lobby. That part made her nervous. She could cause a short in a small appliance, set it on fire and usually put it out again with her mind. It was something she’d actually practiced when she was younger, trying to learn the nature and extent of her gifts. 

As luck would have it, there was a small concession area in the lobby for visitors. It wasn’t much. A vending machine, coffee pots and a microwave for those who’d thought to bring a lunch that wasn’t fast food. She’d noticed the microwave didn’t get a lot of use, though, and it was old. If she had to start a fire, it was her first choice. But if everything went according to plan, everyone would get out clean. Mallory wasn’t as confident as the others, and she suspected, after catching a concerned glance from Brax, that he wasn’t either. And then there was no time to worry. She clocked out, grabbed her things and returned to the lobby. 

We need that fire now, Mallory, he told her mentally. It was weird feeling another man touching her mind, a little uncomfortable, and she felt his apology before he withdrew. 

She took a quick look around the large room, relieved to find there was no one too close to the microwave. She focused on it, imagining the wiring heating then burning. With a loud pop, it was engulfed, and she fed power into the fire until it spread to the counter it was set on. There was a moment of panic in the crowd before security took charge and started hustling people out the front doors. She kept her focus on the flames, kept it going as she made her way with the throng to the exit. 

Brax fell into step with her and spoke softly. “Nicely done. Are you okay?”

She would be. Brax’s reassuring support steadied her. She kept her focus on the flames, kept it going as they reached the doors. Gave it another burst when two security guards came in through the secured access door with a fire extinguisher. 

“Let’s get out of here,” Brax whispered. 

She nodded, and they moved towards the parking lot. A prickly feeling went up her spine. She was sure someone watched, but when she looked around no one seemed interested in her. But the sensation intensified. She moved in the crowd, trying to blend in. 

“What’s wrong?” Brax asked softly. 

“Nothing.” 

“Zach would skin me alive if anything happened to you. Tell me, Mallory.”

“Just a creepy feeling. Like being watched.”

“Shit,” he muttered, tensing at her side. “Let’s get out of here. I parked next to you. I’ll follow you out.” 

“Fine.”

He moved a little away from her. He was close enough to help her if needed, but not so close anyone would think they were together. She gripped her keys in her hand and forced herself not to look at him, to ask what was going on. Why had the fire been necessary? And why hadn’t he assumed she was just imagining being watched? Under the circumstances, nerves could easily explain that sensation.

Brax hit the remote twice when he reached his car and while he took his time getting in the driver’s seat, she glanced around, feeling furtive and hunted. But no one was watching. She got in her own car, started it and backed out. Brax pulled out behind her and in her rearview mirror she saw him hold up his earpiece before putting it in place. She opened her console, retrieved hers and did the same.

“The truck is clear,” he said. “Here comes the gatehouse, but the arm is down. I thought they left the exit open on Saturdays.”

“They do.” Damn it, she’d been right. Someone had been watching her. “They’re looking for me.”

“They won’t find you, but they are checking cars,” he answered grimly. “Just stay calm, I’ll get you through.”

“How?” She felt panic building.

“I’ll just plant the suggestion in his mind that you’re harmless and not who he’s supposed to be watching for.”

“At that distance? You can do that?” She’d heard rumors, but damn, that was a lot more power than most of the Elect she knew.

He chuckled. “Yes. Now be quiet so I can concentrate.” 

She pulled up the gate and the guard stepped forward. “What’s going on?” she asked.

“We just need to check all the outgoing vehicles, ma’am.”

“Did someone escape?”

“I’m not at liberty to say.” His voice was wooden and his eyes blank. Brax was true to his word. “If you’ll pop your trunk, I’ll get you cleared.” 

She did as the guard asked and after a moment was on her way. It wasn’t long before she saw Brax pull out behind her and breathed a sigh of relief.

“Is everyone okay?” she asked him.

“Yes. There were two nurses on the floor that were sedated, and they brought out four patients. Merilee, Jamie and two teenage boys.”

“Do we know who they are?”

“I haven’t been updated yet. Zach is taking the four of them to the infirmary. He’ll update us as soon as he can.”

She should have expected that, but damn it, she wanted to know what was going on. “Why did we need the fire?” she asked instead.

“Bad timing,” he said, sounding a bit aggrieved. “The two guards assigned inside took a smoke break when the team needed to exit.”

“But everyone got out uninjured?”

So much could have gone wrong.

“They’re all fine,” he assured her again. 

“Of course they are,” she muttered.

Zach was fine, she knew that. If something had happened to him she would have felt it through their bond. Knowing that didn’t change the fact she was a nervous wreck. She couldn’t imagine life without him anymore. Damn, that had happened fast.

She was starting to adjust to the idea when they finally got back to the compound. When she walked in the house, she knew time was up. A group of larger-than-life men were lounging around the foyer, waiting for her. Behind them Zach entered from the hall that led to the infirmary. He came straight to her side. More likely they were waiting for Zach, she concluded, when four sets of angry eyes zeroed in on him. She loved them all, but God help her, they tested her patience. She sighed. 

“Where’s Mom?” she asked.

“At home. Where you’re going,” her youngest brother said.

Zach gripped her shoulder. “I think that’s up to her.”

It was far from the angry objection she’d expected from him and she stared at him until he shrugged one shoulder. 

“I can learn,” he said softly. The response may have been nonchalant, but his eyes were far from it. There was a vulnerability she’d never seen from him before. 

“Mallory,” her father said, demanding her attention.

“How was the cruise?” she countered.

“Great. We didn’t expect to come home and find you with him, though,” he said cautiously. 

“And Vince and Derek think I need rescuing?” She glared at them. “I can rescue myself. If I didn’t want to be here, I wouldn’t. Y’all should know me better than that.”

Her brothers had the grace to look sheepish and her dad was curious. “Call your mother. She wants an update on—” He paused, giving Zach a dismissive once over. “Your…”

“Husband,” Zach offered when her father trailed off. 

“That remains to be seen.”

Without a word, the four of them left the house. Brax walked out of his office and smiled when he saw them. 

“You survived the firing squad.”

“Temporarily, at least,” Zach muttered. 

Brax grinned. “Do you need to get back to your patients? We’re all meeting in Mason’s office in ten.”

“Rose and Esme are with them, and no one is awake yet.”

Brax nodded. “If you want to grab something to eat, now’s the time.” 

“I’m going to check the blood tests. I’ll be there in a minute.” He turned and held his hand out to her. She resisted the temptation to take it. “Mallory?”

“I want to clean up.” She always did after starting or controlling a fire. The heat seemed to come from the inside out, and she felt a little on the grungy side. “You still keep the suite upstairs?”

He nodded. His expression was closed and he was blocking his mind. She had no idea what he was thinking. “There’s a couple boxes of clothes in the closet I never got around to moving. You should be able to find something in them.”

“Okay. I’ll see you in ten.” 


Chapter Eleven

Mallory half-expected Zach to trail her upstairs and was mostly relieved when he didn’t, but there was a tinge of disappointment too. She understood why he gave her space. They both knew she’d decided to stay with him. The decision left her feeling raw and edgy. But mixed with that anxiety was eagerness and excitement. 

She didn’t know how much he’d changed, but she’d grown a lot. She could handle his prickly side now, found she liked sparring with him. Grinning, she found the boxes and dug through them. She pulled out jeans, a T-shirt and short boots, tossing them to the bed before walking into the shower. She made it quick and was in the office just in time to meet Gabe, Mason, Brax and Zach, who pulled her close. 

You’re okay? he whispered in her mind. 

Fine. She smiled up at him, surprised to find she really was. 

“We’ll get the report on your patients in a minute,” Brax said to Zach and then turned to her. 

“You thought someone was watching you. Are you sure they weren’t watching me?” Brax asked.

Oh great. She waited for Zach to explode, but he was suspiciously silent. “It was me.”

“How long?”

She hesitated. “When we went outside, definitely.”

“And earlier?” 

“I think I was just nervous before then.” 

“I’m not so sure about that,” Zach interjected. “You were nervous all day, but there were a couple times I felt your anxiety spike.”

She thought back over the day. He was right. Two times her unease had risen sharply. She’d looked around, not noticed anything unusual, and the sensation faded. She’d put it down to worry of one of them getting caught.

“Twice I thought maybe someone was there, but the feeling only lasted a few seconds. Not like when we left,” she finished, mulling it over. 

“What did you feel then? Describe it to me,” Zach demanded.

A week ago that order would have pissed her off. “I’m not an empath.”

“Maybe not, but you are very intuitive and you share some of my strength through our bond.” 

“But not your abilities.”

“I’m not so sure of that, baby. Quit stalling and tell me,” Zach said gently.

“Earlier in the day it felt general, like someone was studying a crowd the way you’d do in a bar.”

He squeezed her hand. “You wouldn’t be checking out anyone in a bar, would you, baby?” His tone was teasing, but she felt the displeasure in his mind.

She rolled her eyes. “You want to hear this or not?”

“Absolutely. Go on.” His voice gentled, almost conciliatory. 

“When we left there was…intent behind the watching. And suspicion.” She shrugged. “I’m not Elect. Not a telepath. I could be completely wrong.”

He squeezed her hand again. “You’re not. I wonder what they suspect?”

“I don’t know.” 

But she was pretty sure they suspected something. By now the missing patients must have been discovered at least. Most likely they hadn’t fooled them at all since the guard was searching cars at the gate. Stirling knew something was up and would suspect her of the fire when she never returned.

“Damn it, I wish we knew what they know.”

“I got eighty percent of the database,” Gabe said. “We’ll know something soon.”

What about the other twenty percent? What if someone had been caught on tape or identified later? This was crazy. Why was she panicking now when her part was done? 

“We’re fine,” Zach tried to reassure her, whispering as he pulled her away from the others. But she just couldn’t shake the feeling it wasn’t over. “All of us got in and out without incident, and trust me, as much as Gabe irritates me, he’s good at this stuff. No one has a clue who we are and no one saw him.”

“You sound very sure of someone you referred to as that irritating brat three years ago.”

He half-snorted, half-laughed. “And he still is an irritating brat. But the brat knows what he’s doing.” He sobered. “Don’t tell him I said that.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, honey.” 

She bit her lip when she realized how easily that had come out, an old response, the way she used to tease him. And her heart kicked when he gave her a sexy, rakish grin. She almost groaned. What the hell was she doing encouraging him? That was a huge mistake, committing her to a course she wasn’t decided on yet. 

Before she could respond, her phone chimed. 

She read the message twice before it sunk in and shoved aside a spurt of disappointment. She wouldn’t be gone that long, after all. She had the rest of the day and night with him. First she called her boss at the fire department. 

After the usual greetings, she told him, “I’m on vacation, remember? You practically danced a jig in your office when I requested it.” 

He sighed. “I know. I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you.”

She knew he would. “Okay. What’s up?”

“Busy day, too many fires, and half my staff is out sick. I need you go check out a warehouse fire.”

She wrote down the address, hung up and turned to find Zach. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I need to go check out a fire scene.”

His eyes narrowed. “You’re supposed to be on leave from the fire department.” 

“They need me.” She shrugged, wondering if he’d protest. How she’d deal with it if he did. He ground his teeth together, jaw clenching hard with the action. Then he nodded and told the others he’d be right back. 

“I’ll walk you out.”

He didn’t speak again until her car door was open. He crowded her, cupping her face with his hands. “Be careful,” he whispered. 

Then he kissed her and the world tilted on its axis. It was hot and hungry, demanding and possessive. Her body flared to life with a demand of its own, and groaning, she moved closer, plastering herself against him and resenting the hell out of the clothes that separated them. He broke away, panting, and leaned his forehead against hers. 

“You make me crazy,” he said softly.

“Ditto.” 

She didn’t have the words to elaborate, but she didn’t need to. Finally, he stepped back and waited until she was settled in the car. Leaning in through the window, he kissed her again. 

“Hurry back and keep in contact.”

“I will.”

She smiled. He was such a worrier. It was kind of sweet. Irritating as hell, but she knew he loved her more than anything. At the thought, her last resistance to the bond re-forming between them melted away. It was a zinging sensation from her to Zach, then back to her. His eyes widened. 

 “Sure you have to go?”

“Yeah. We’ll…talk later.”

“Whatever you say, baby,” he said lightly, but the heat and hunger in his eyes almost made her change her mind. He stepped back and shut the door. She watched him until he faded from her rearview mirror, shook her head and tried to regain her focus, but it didn’t work. 

She was distracted when she reached the warehouse and spoke briefly to an engine captain who was leaving. The fire was out, it was safe to go in and she rarely took anyone with her when she physically checked over a scene. So why did she feel so uneasy when she walked inside? 

She shook her head. It was just the day catching up with her, the eerie light filtering through bits of missing ceiling, creating weird shadows in the burned-out hull. Flipping the on switch on her heavy flashlight, she played the light around the cavernous space and her feeling of unease returned. She tapped the power that not only let her start and stop fires, but read the origins and progression of one. 

This felt accidental, electrical in nature, and what she was seeing supported that instinct. The fire had started in the walls and ran up to the ceiling. She saw no signs of accelerants, no signs it was intentionally started. The crew that had put the fire out should have seen that too, so why did her boss send her here? Maybe she was missing something. Her instinct wasn’t always right. She moved farther into the ruin, looking for the source of the fire. The power was off and it was dark and gloomy inside, but there were several holes in the ceiling where moonlight shone through. She stuck to the walls. When she was so far in she couldn’t see the open door behind her, a voice stopped her. 

“That’s far enough, Mrs. Littman.” 

She froze, because that voice shouldn’t know her married name. She turned to her right and stepped out of the shadows. He’d been pointed out to her on her second day at the Stirling Institute and been close enough for her to hear his voice. She hadn’t seen him since.

“Dr. Stine. What are you doing at a suspected arson scene?” 

Thankfully, her voice didn’t betray her nerves, but he gave her a creepy smile nonetheless. 

“Oh, I think you know this wasn’t an arson and you’re wondering why you got sent here.”

“Really? Do tell.”

The flashlight was a comforting weight in her hand. 

“I have to give your people credit. The last name you used is common enough that it didn’t ring any bells when we first checked you out. Your identity only became known after a deeper check. By then you were in. I wanted to see what you were after. I know what that is now and I want them back.”

She felt something push at her mind, recognized the touch of a telepath and reached for her mating bond with Zach. It would protect her. For a time. 

“You’re keeping people prisoner, Stine.” It didn’t hurt to acknowledge that much. “We wanted to know why.”

“And what did you discover?”

“Not much,” she responded dryly, honestly. 

“So who are you? Why do you care? And why set the fire?”

This was where it got tricky. There was at least one telepath around. She could feel pressure on her mind that she’d only felt in the past when telepaths were close and using a lot of power. She’d bet it wasn’t Stine. 

She shrugged. “I felt endangered. I started the fire and got out.” 

And she was afraid she might have to do the same now. But they needed information, and she felt Zach drawing closer, knew he wasn’t coming alone. It was time to turn the tables on Stine.

“Why did you go after Esme?”

This time he shrugged. “She was unconnected to the Elect. Her disappearance shouldn’t have created any ripples with your people.” 

He kept talking like Esme was one of them, and in some ways she was. 

“But why?”

“To study her of course. Her DNA, your DNA…if we can find a way to harvest your healing abilities, your immunities to human diseases, to reproduce your mental abilities…the person who does that will rule the world.”

His eyes shone brightly in the dim room. He was brilliant…and mad. Worse, she was human, not Elect. She got the impression if she informed him of that little fact her lifespan would be greatly reduced. She might be able to use fire to help defend herself, but it wouldn’t make her able to dodge bullets and she’d never had the super-healing abilities of the Elect. She sent a silent plea to Zach. Please hurry. 

“You want to experiment on us. You want to use us for your own gain.”

She took a step forward, prepared to swing the heavy flashlight at him if that was the only way to escape. Someone grabbed her shoulders from behind with a brutal, claw-like grip. The pressure on her mind increased and she knew he was the telepath.

“Sorry, my dear. No one knows this was a trap. Some human minds are so susceptible to suggestion; your boss doesn’t even remember sending you here. You’ll be coming with us.” 

She felt the fire rage inside her, but she held back. She’d never used it to kill and she didn’t want to start now. There were few things worse than being burned alive. She thought of Zach, of the new relationship they were forging, and struggled to make a choice. She wanted him, wanted the promise, wanted his love and new acceptance, but to do it she’d have to use the fire and she wasn’t sure she’d ever forgive herself for using it that way. She would poison her new relationship before it ever began. 

But she was going to have to make a choice and soon. She wouldn’t let herself be taken. She almost sagged with relief when she felt Zach with her. He must have left just minutes after her. She stopped fighting their mate bond and suddenly he was in her mind. Comforting and reassuring and drawing closer. She shrugged away the hands holding her. 

“I’m not going anywhere with you.”

 

Zach watched until she disappeared around the bend in the road, then went to join the others in Mason’s office. They were grouped around his desk, leaning forward to look at the computer screen. 

“Find anything?”

Brax straightened. “He’s downloading the patient files now. Where’s Mallory?”

“She got a call from the fire department.”

“You let her go alone?” 

Brax sounded more amused than disapproving. Unconcerned. Zach wished it was a sentiment he shared, but he couldn’t help the nagging feeling he shouldn’t have let her go. He wrote it off as the instinct of a mated Elect male to keep his woman close and protected, but as the minutes passed and the download continued, the unease grew worse. He began to pace the small office and reached for the bond that connected him. He didn’t read anything other than focus on her work. There was no alarm, no fear, nothing that could lead him to believe she was in trouble, but the more time passed, the more convinced he became that she was. 

“I have to go,” he said abruptly. Brax blocked him at the door. “Get out of my way, Brax.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. I have to get to Mallory. Now.”

“Okay.” Brax nodded to the men behind Zach. “We’ll all go.”

Zach turned to see Mason grabbing extra guns and ammunition, but he didn’t wait. As soon as Brax moved out of the doorway, Zach hurried outside. He had the SUV started and in gear when Brax, Mason and Carter jumped in. A few minutes later he sensed her arrive at the warehouse and enter. They were five minutes behind her and he hoped like hell that was enough when he experienced a spike of fear. It took a moment to realize it was hers and then she opened the bond between them so he could communicate with her. 

We’re almost there, baby. What’s going on?

Stine is here. He has a telepath.

You have a weapon?

Just my flashlight. She hesitated. And fire. 

He felt her revulsion at the idea of using fire as a weapon. But if it saved her life? Do what you have to do.

She fell silent as the warehouse came into sight. Her vehicle was the only one parked in front. He drove around back where they saw one of the nondescript black SUVs they’d come to associate with the Stirling Institute. The others followed him inside. What he saw enraged him and he acted on pure instinct, using his telepathic powers to lash out at the man holding Mallory’s shoulder. He staggered under the blow, but he didn’t go down. 

“Well,” Stine said, turning his head to look Zach over but not shifting the gun, which still pointed at Mallory. “I came for one and I get a group. How wonderful.”

Brax, Mason and Carter had split off when they entered. Zach heard the sounds of fighting as they engaged Stine’s security force. 

I’m sorry. I thought there were only two of them, Mallory said.

Don’t worry about it, baby, but we could use a distraction. 

He knew he was asking a lot of her. Starting a fire with this much adrenalin raging was dangerous. It could easily get out of control. 

She took a deep breath and let it go on a shaky exhale. I’m going to try to make it a shield. Surrounding me. This asshole should release me if his arm catches fire. 

Do it. 

He sent a telepathic warning to the others a split second before fire erupted in a circle around her feet and jetted up. It stopped just short of the ceiling and the man holding her jumped away with a cry, gripping his head in both hands. 

For a moment Stine’s face reflected fanatic enthrallment. Then he fired. 

Roaring, Zach leapt forward, taking the older man by surprise. They fell to the ground with a crash that forced all the air out of his chest and knocked Stine out. He rolled to his feet, and thankfully Stine’s shot had missed. Mallory was still on her feet, still surrounded by fire. Brax was directing the roundup of the guards they’d taken by surprise. 

“Mallory,” Zach said, raising his voice over the crackle of the blaze and moving as close as he dared. The heat was intense. He hoped she was okay in there. “Baby, we’re safe now. Let the fire go.” 

She didn’t respond, didn’t acknowledge him at all. 

Mallory! 

Zach? Her mental reply was weak.

Turn off the fire, Mallory, he ordered. He made his tone hard and cold, hoping to get through to her. It worked. The fire abruptly cut out. He caught her as she fell, unconscious and a little singed around the edges. 

“Take her home,” Brax said. “We’ll take care of this.”


Chapter Twelve

Bright sunlight poured through the bedroom window, making her wince and roll over to bury her face in the pillow and pull the blankets over her head. They were immediately yanked back and a hand tapped her ass. She groaned. 

“Time to get up, baby,” Zach whispered close to her ear. 

“No,” she whined. “Vacation. Remember? I’m sleeping in.” 

“If you do that you’ll miss the Stirling debriefing.” 

The memory of the previous night came back in a rush. She jerked up, clutching the sheet over her breasts as her head whirled. The dizziness would pass. It was a result of all the power she’d expended yesterday, but for the moment she squeezed her eyes shut and prayed it would pass sooner rather than later. 

“What time is it?” she asked, daring to crack open one eye. Zach perched on the edge of the bed, torso turned toward her as he visually checked her over. He was in physician mode. 

“Dizzy? Anything else?”

“No. The time?” she prodded. 

“Noon. We’re meeting over lunch.”

“You let me sleep for twelve hours?” She couldn’t believe he hadn’t woken her up every hour to check her out. 

“You needed to sleep, and our bond is fully functioning again.” 

Right. All he had to do was open his mind and the bond and he’d know if she was in trouble. She wasn’t ready to talk about the implications of that yet. He nodded. 

“All right. We’ll talk about that later,” he said mildly. “Are you coming downstairs?”

She dropped the sheet and stood up, heading for the closet. “I’ll be there. I’m starving.”

She dug around the back of the closet and found a soft pair of lounging pants and a T-shirt. “I need to get the rest of my stuff,” she muttered. 

“Yes, you do.” One arm wrapped around her waist from behind while the other brushed her hair away from her neck. His teeth grazed her bare skin. “Though I prefer you with no clothes.”

His erection was hard against her ass and his hand on her waist slid up to cup one breast. She groaned and pressed back against him, dropping her clothes to the floor. “Do we have time?” she whispered.

“No.” 

He released her reluctantly and stepped back so she could turn around. He was breathing as hard as she was, face stark and flushed. Her gaze dropped to his erection and she smiled. “Are you sure?”

Laughing, he picked up her clothes and tossed them to her. “I’m sure, and don’t try to change my mind. I want more than ten minutes.”

The look he gave her made her sex clench. It was pure Elect male. Hot, possessive, arrogant. She moistened her lips and tried to hide her trembling hands when she pulled the shirt over her head. She accepted the pants and yanked them on, then followed him out of their house and down the path, entering the main house into Brax’s kitchen. 

Someone had gone for take-out. They grabbed a carton of rice and one of Mongolian beef and took two empty chairs in the middle of the long table. It wasn’t until they pushed their food away that the meeting got started. 

“What did you find out after we left last night?” Zach asked.

“Stine had three guards with him, including the telepath who was holding Mallory. Unfortunately, when the telepath realized they were caught, he killed the other two and himself. We didn’t get anything. Stine was no better. It’s like he had a psychotic break.”

“Great. What did you do with them?”

“They had an accident on the way back to Stirling. Stine is in a coma.” He gave his mate, Esme, a baleful look. “Some people objected to that step, but it was necessary. We don’t know who else is involved. Until we do, Stine stays silent.”

Mallory didn’t have a problem with that. “Do we know anything useful?” she asked. They’d better have, considering all the trouble she’d gone through. 

“They’ve been kidnapping and experimenting on Elect for at least ten years,” Gabe said. “It looks like before that they took a back off and observe approach. Some counseling. Some parapsych research.”

“What changed ten years ago?” Mallory asked.

“The younger generation took over Stirling.”

“Why are we just hearing about them now?” Brax asked.

“It looks like they targeted Elect who didn’t know what they were and didn’t have people who’d go looking for them. They made a mistake with Kaden and Esme,” Gabe responded.

“So what’s next?” Zach asked.

“According to the files, there were only four patients on the seventh floor. Until we find out otherwise, we’re going to assume that’s it. In the meantime,” Brax said, looking around the table and briefly meeting everyone’s gaze, “we’re on high alert. The compound will be locked down.” He took a deep breath, before meeting Mallory’s gaze. “I want you to take a leave of absence from your job.”

She’d expected the demand from Zach, but shouldn’t be surprised to hear it from Brax. “What do you propose I do instead, Brax? I’m not used to idleness, you know.”

“You can’t use your investigative skills here? Mason and Gabe have a lot of information to go through on Stirling.” 

“I’ll think about it,” Mallory said.

Brax didn’t look happy, but he didn’t try to convince her either. Mallory figured she knew why. He assumed Zach would do it for him. 

The meeting broke up shortly after that. Zach went to his lab to check an ongoing experiment and she returned to their house to contemplate her future. In the end, she didn’t have much to decide. Zach may have his impossible moments, but she’d rather be part of them than not. So when he did come to her, hours later and strung so tight she could easily read it, she was ready. 

She was sitting on the couch idly flipping channels when he entered. She pushed the off button and set the remote on the table but didn’t stand. His stance was rigid, his gaze determined, and she felt a laugh bubble up. He blinked, once, then moved so fast she barely registered the motion. One second he was across the room and the next he held her stretched out and pinned on the couch. His heavy weight settled over her and she felt a welcoming sigh slip. 

“What’s so damned funny?” he bit out.

“You, babe. You didn’t really think you were going to have to convince me to stay, did you?”

He gave her a wary look as if expecting some kind of trap. “You aren’t going to argue?”

“I’m stubborn, not stupid. I know it’s too dangerous to go back to my house. Probably my job too, for now at least.”

“You’re going to quit?” he asked hopefully. 

She hated to disappoint him, but she wasn’t ready to go that far yet. She shook her head. “I’ll take a leave of absence.”

“Because you figure it’s safer here.” 

His voice was too calm, almost wooden. She lifted her hands to cup his face. 

“Because I love you. Because I don’t want to go back to living half a life.”

He exhaled a gusty sigh of relief but then narrowed his eyes. “And when did you accept this?” he asked. She knew he must have felt at least some of it earlier. He wanted her to admit it. He wanted her to say it out loud. “How long have you kept me in suspense, baby?”

“I don’t know,” she answered as honestly as she could. She’d known when he came back into her life she wouldn’t be able to free herself again. She was less certain when she’d stopped caring about that freedom, though. His cold expression was making her nervous, however. Maybe she’d misjudged him and the situation. “Does it really matter? You said you wanted to go forward.”

She felt the ice in him crack, felt him let go of anger and fear. 

“Forward, yes.” 

He slid his hand between their bodies, under the waistband of her pants and panties, and gave the curls hiding her sex a small tug. His lips brushed over hers then trailed down her neck. His free hand edged under the hem of her shirt. His palm flattened on her belly, but he moved it so slow she wanted to scream. It was pure torture until he cupped her breast, until he squeezed her nipple between his fingertips. 

He was gone with a suddenness that left her stunned and shaking, but it was only to yank off his clothes. She wasn’t as quick, but it didn’t matter. He did it for her, then he sat on the couch holding her perched over him. 

“Ride me, baby,” he said harshly, but his grin was all wicked encouragement. 

How could she resist? She took his cock in her hand and lowered herself, watching him as he entered and stretched her. 

“Oh yeah,” he moaned and she couldn’t agree with that approving sentiment more. 

She was full, filled, needy and she wasn’t holding back. Not any of herself. She set a fast pace that became hurried when she opened the bond and let him feel what she did. The sharp edge of lust that filled her. The love that overwhelmed her. The certainty that this thing between them was solid and forever. He returned the emotions and thoughts with a rush that sent her blindly into orgasm. She clung to him as she lost control of her body and mind. All that mattered was the connection between them, the bliss that took her over. 

When her brain cells came back together, she was amazed to find him still hard inside her, a lazy grin curving his lips. “We should move this to the bedroom,” he said softly. 

“No way. I’m never moving again.” She snuggled up against his chest, clasping her hands behind his neck, and reveled in the satiation that made her limp. He chuckled and patted her ass. 

“Can’t keep up?”

“It’s not a contest, is it?” she mumbled, then complained as he slowly pulled out of her. 

Every hard inch scraped over her sensitized nerves, reviving her as nothing else could. He stood with her in his arms and carried her to bed, not giving her even a second to adjust before he came down over her and thrust back inside her pussy. She almost came right then. 

“No contest,” he murmured. 

He kissed her deep and thorough. She felt his love vibrating on the bond between them. Then he started to move, deep hard strokes she felt clear to her soul, claiming her as only he could. Riding the emotional high, she couldn’t hold back and the next orgasm was as intense as the last. She screamed her release, barely registering his muffled roar as he joined her. It was a long time later before she stirred, pulled into the circle of his arms. 

“Go back to sleep, baby,” he whispered, pressing a kiss against her forehead. “I love you.” 

She smiled and burrowed deeper into his warmth. “I know.”

That earned her a slap on the ass and a mock growl. “Not nice. Say it.”

“Bossy. I love you too, Zach.” 

His arms tightened around her and, content and safe, she went back to sleep.
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He will protect her. No matter the threat.

 

Protector
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The Elect. They aren’t human. They’re the next step in evolution and they’re hiding in plain sight. They’re stronger, smarter, and faster. Nature’s perfect predator.

Welcome to the top of the food chain. 

Braxton Lee is the protector of the Elect and it’s a job he takes seriously. As president of the committee that governs the Elect, he overseas everything from finance to security to keeping their existence hidden. He’s driven and ruthless. The Elect will not be exposed on his watch. 

Unfortunately his research chief, Zach Littman, is contacted by a former colleague who’s run a DNA analysis of a blood sample and gotten weird results. The blood isn’t human, and Dr. Esme Durand is smart enough to know it. Brax will do whatever it takes to keep her silent. Until he meets her. Because Esme has a secret. She’s one of them. Brax wants nothing more but to bring her into the fold and into his bed.

Warning: This book contains hot sex, the next evolution of mankind, hot sex, a race to find a bad guy, a hot hero trying to prove his love, and did I mention the hot sex?

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Protector:

“Time to go, baby.” 

She tried to dig in her heels, but he was bigger and stronger. He tossed her bag to her and dragged her back through her lab to the private stairwell, figuring it was there to escape chemistry experiments gone wrong. He pulled the key from the deadbolt on one side and relocked it on the other. Hopefully, the lab occupants on the floors below kept their doors secured. They'd gone from the sixth floor to the second when she jerked to a stop.

“I’m not going anywhere with you.” 

“There’s where you’re wrong, Esme,” he snapped. “You aren’t going anywhere without me.” 

She crossed her arms over her chest and stepped away from him. He was fucked. Short of tossing her over his shoulder, he couldn’t budge her. 

“Why would I agree to that?” she asked.

Her demeanor had completely changed. If he didn’t know better, he’d think he was dealing with a hard-nosed street cop. Her eyes were narrowed, her lips pressed tight. She’d taken on an aura of determined calm that made him realize she’d give him hell if he tried to force the issue. She’d try a different tactic if she knew how intriguing he found that.

“You want to wait and hang around for whoever just broke in?”

“You broke in,” she reminded him. 

His earpiece gave a warning click before Mason Cole, his security director, spoke. Brax had forgotten he was wearing the damn thing. “Unfriendlies in the front, Brax. The back is clear for now, but hurry.” 

Damn it. “Look,” he ground out, “I can’t explain anything here. I’ll take you to Zach. You trust him.” 

Four floors above them, the door rattled and they both looked up as the intruder fired two fast shots. 

“I’m not the one shooting at you,” he pointed out.

“He’s shooting at the lock,” she snapped back, already hurrying down the stairs. “But, point taken.”

They exited on the bottom floor and Brax pulled her at a dead run with him to the back doors. He was impressed as hell when she kept up, but he wasn’t taking any chances. He flipped the mic down and spoke softly while peeking outside. It looked clear. “Pick-up,” he ordered. 

“Two minutes.” 

“Not good enough, Mason.” 

“It’s okay,” Esme whispered, tugging at his sleeve. 

She held up a set of keys. Her smile was tight and angry, but she was cautious when she stepped out the door as if she’d run into the night many times before. She set off into the parking lot with an efficient, smooth gait that was fast but unhurried. If anyone drew the attention of unwanted eyes it was him, but he couldn’t help himself. The need to protect her was riding him hard. He stuck close to her side, one hand on the small of her back, the other holding his pistol next to his thigh. She hadn’t even batted an eye when he pulled it out. Who was this woman? She wasn’t only the cerebral scientist he’d imagined her to be, for sure.

They stopped next to a new Camaro, and he bit back a curse. The damned things were not designed with six-foot-four men in mind. She unlocked the door with the key instead of the remote, silently, so there were no flashing headlights to alert anyone to their presence. She’d either done this before or planned in advance. He took the keys from her, reached in to hit the unlock button for the other door and escorted her around. 

“I’m driving.” 

Seconds later, he backed out of the space and checked the rearview mirror in time to see a man bursting from the door they’d just exited. He lifted his weapon but didn’t fire as Brax accelerated. Instead, he lifted his wrist to his mouth. If Brax had to guess it would be he was calling in the rest of the team Mason had seen enter the building, or a backup follow team. It seemed like a lot of work and effort for one lone researcher. Brax had a bad feeling the situation was a hell of a lot more complicated than he’d first believed.

He keyed the mic on his earpiece. “Follow us to the compound.” 

Esme didn’t speak until they were off the small college campus and on the highway heading out of the city. “Care to explain what the hell is going on?”

“I’m saving your pretty little ass,” he hissed, spotting their tail. He’d guessed right about the second team. He would have had a team standing by to follow in case his prey escaped too. Acting without intelligence and a plan was a mistake he wouldn’t make again. He accelerated, whipping around slower cars while she gasped and grabbed the oh shit handle. 

“Seems more like you’re trying to kill me the hard way.” 

He loved that flash of waspishness. He grinned, punching it when a stretch of clear lane opened on the left and watching in the rearview as the SUV behind them smoothly moved in to block their pursuers. 

“Baby, I have no intention of killing you.” 

Unless it was with ecstasy. Damn. He didn’t know what the hell had come over him, but he was staking his claim. He’d have her in his bed within the next twenty-four hours.

It wasn’t going to be as hard to lose the tail as he’d feared. Traffic was heavy and he remembered there’d been a big concert and baseball game that evening. One or both must had recently finished. He saw an opening in traffic in the right lane and slid into it just in time to take the next exit. There was no pursuit in the mirror when he checked, so he keyed the mic. 

“You still got them?” he asked Mason. 

“Yep. By the time they realize they lost you and circle back, it’ll be too late,” he said. “Get her safe. Zach is waiting.”

He didn’t bother with a response. He flipped the speaker up and turned off the earpiece. 

“Tell me what you think you found, Esme, and who you shared that information with.” He needed to know who to kill. 

“Dr. Durand,” she said primly. Grinning, he glanced over at her. She sat straight, hands clenched together in her lap, and stared out the front window. 

“Esme,” he crooned. “If you don’t consider this situation enough for a first name basis, I promise to change your mind at the earliest opportunity.” 

There was no mistaking his meaning. The look she flashed him was full of awareness. Shock and disbelief, but also interest and desire. Her scent was lush with it. He wanted to drown in her, and it would be hours yet before he could. 

“The tests?” he reminded her, desperate to retain some semblance of control before he pulled to the side of the road and took her with all the finesse of a horny teenager.

The silence stretched, a not-so-subtle sign of defiance. The primitive core of him rose to the surface. He wasn’t human. He was something more. More advanced. More evolved. A predator. And his woman was defying him. Disobeying him. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t realized yet he’d claimed her. He was the hunter. She was the prey. 

“Esme.” It was a snarl, a demand full of menace and promise of retribution. Her hand convulsed on the door handle. “Don’t even think about it, baby. You’d never survive the fall.” 

That she considered trying to escape him pissed him off. That she’d do it in a way that guaranteed her death enraged him. Was she always so damned careless with her life? 

“Answer me. What did you find in the blood tests?” 

“It isn’t human,” she answered softly, her voice still vibrating with anger. “It’s close. About three percent variation, but it isn’t human and it isn’t in any database of recorded genetic samples. It’s something…new. Or more accurately something that hasn’t been discovered yet.” 


He was born to be a weapon. For her, he must learn to be a hero.

 

Phoenix Rising

© 2011 Corrina Lawson

 

The Phoenix Institute, Book 1

Since birth, Alec Farley has been trained to be a living weapon. His firestarter and telekinetic abilities have been honed to deadly perfection by the Resource, a shadowy anti-terrorist organization—the only family he has ever known. What the Resource didn’t teach him, though, is how to play well with others.

When psychologist Beth Nakamora meets Alec to help him work on his people skills, she’s hit with a double-barreled first impression. He’s hot in more ways than one. And her first instinct is to rescue him from his insular existence.

Her plan to kidnap and deprogram him goes awry when her latent telepathic ability flares, turning Alec’s powers off. Hoping close proximity will reignite his flame, she leads him by the hand through a world he’s never known. And something else flares: Alec’s anger over everything he’s been denied. Especially the passion that melds his mind and body with hers.

The Resource, however, isn’t going to let anything—or anyone—steal its prime investment. Alec needs to be reminded where his loyalties lie…starting with breaking his trust in the woman he’s come to love.

 

Enjoy the following excerpt for Phoenix Rising:

“I’m sorry for staring. I’ve haven’t seen your equipment up close before.”

“Hah!” He sat in an easy chair to lace up his boots. “You know you can see my equipment anytime you ask.”

“Um, that’s not quite what I had in mind.” Alec had charmed her. Lansing had been right about that. She hadn’t counted on him being so genuinely interested in her.

At least she’d had the willpower not to touch Alec’s hand and risk that intense jolt of energy a second time. Just being around him was seductive enough.

Alec shrugged at her refusal, walked back to the bed and loaded a clip into his handgun. Some sort of pistol, though she had no idea exactly what kind. Philip would have known. Alec’s eyes narrowed as he double-checked the weapon. For a moment, he was completely the competent military officer.

Satisfied, he set it down and turned to face her. He frowned, on uncertain ground again.

“Did anyone ever show you a life without guns?”

He raised one of those perfect eyebrows, oozing more confidence than ten men. Who wouldn’t have that confidence, if fire literally danced to their command?

“You know, I thought Lansing agreed too quickly to send you. Did he want you to check up on me?”

“No.” But it would be like Lansing to say that he had.

“Hah. I think you’re a bad liar, counselor. A life without guns? That’s the kind of leading question that he uses to test me.”

“I’m not lying.” Not about that. “No, it’s the first time I’ve seen you prepare for a mission. It worries me.” She looked down at the dark carpet and scuffed her feet. “I have doubts about what you’re doing. I think you’re not seeing the big picture.” Like how your foster father is using you to gain power and influence, at the risk of your life. “You don’t have to put your gift to this use. There are so many other things you can do that don’t involve violence.”

Or the possibility of being killed.

Philip had been terrified at letting her walk into danger. Looking at Alec, she knew how Philip felt. Just how dangerous was this mission tonight?

“Only I can do what I can do,” Alec said.

“Which is all the more reason not to risk your life so recklessly.” She was pushing too hard, out of fear. No choice now. She’d run out of time.

“I’m not reckless,” he said. “I’m as careful as I can be.”

“With weapons and body armor? If you’re doing something careful, you don’t need them.”

He buckled on the body armor and walked over to her, so that they were only a few feet apart. He towered over her, even more than Lansing, but she didn’t feel the least bit afraid of him, not since their first meeting. He wouldn’t hurt her. Despite his work as a soldier, there was no meanness in him. She rubbed her arm, remembering Lansing’s anger. Alec wasn’t like him at all.

“I like doing this,” Alec said. “I make a difference. It’s what I’m trained for.”

“Yes, I know. But you never had a say in any of that training. You’ve told me that.”

“Fighting the bad guys is family tradition.” He straightened. “Lansing’s too old now, so it’s my turn. It happens all the time. Daz has the same deal, on both the American and the Filipino sides of his family.”

“Daz didn’t grow up isolated in this place.”

“Yeah, well, Daz didn’t have to worry about accidentally burning down the schoolyard as a kid. I did.” He shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you seriously trying to talk me out of going tonight? C’mon.”

“I’m trying to get you to reconsider what you’ve been forced into doing for your entire life. There’s a whole world out there you haven’t seen.”

She walked over to the coffee table, reached down and brushed her fingertips over the gun. Her hand trembled. The gun looked like the same kind that her kidnappers had used, years ago. If he stayed with the Resource, Alec might become like those men, using any ends to justify the means.

“Hey! What’s with the nerves? Where’s my competent, no-nonsense counselor?”

The gun rose from the coffee table, floating in air. She turned and followed its flight. He snatched the gun out of midair with a smile and holstered it.

“See?” he said. “I control the guns, not the other way around.”

“And who controls you?”

His chest, Kevlar vest and all, rose and fell in a deep sigh. “I know someone in this room who’s trying to control me. What’s wrong, Beth?” He walked to her and lifted her chin with two fingers, his dark eyes crinkling around the edges.

“This is not a life you chose, this is a life that’s been imposed on you, from birth.”

“And?” His fingertips moved along her jaw, in a soft caress. I should move away. It feels too good. But he’s listening.

“I’m scared. About this mission, about you being locked up inside the Resource forever.” Deathly afraid, so afraid her stomach felt like a heavy lump of coal. “There’s so much you don’t know about the Resource and about Lansing, so much you don’t understand. And you need to know it before it kills you.”

“Hey, I know Lansing can be a bastard. And that he’s overprotective and controlling. I’m working on it. But it doesn’t change the fact that this is my job.” Alec leaned closer to her face. “We can talk about that another time.”

“Do you really think there’s going to be another time?” Her voice rose, almost panicked now. She wasn’t getting through. “What if you get hurt tonight?”

“Look, this cell might have a dirty bomb. They need to be stopped, and I’m the one who can do it. I have to do this, right now.”

“Just that simple?”

“Yep. I walk away, people get hurt. I do my job, people are saved. That’s the deal, that’s my life. You analyze things too much.” He cupped her face in his hand. “But if it took this mission to find out you care, then good.”

She shuddered. Wrong, wrong, she shouldn’t let him touch her like this. Yet it felt like he touched her somewhere far deeper than her skin. A shiver, like the one from their first meeting, traveled from her neck to her toes, setting her nerves jangling. “This is wrong.”

“The mission isn’t wrong,” he said, misunderstanding her. “Relax.” His face was less than an inch from her lips and his breath fell on her cheek. Her skin felt inflamed, sensitive to the slightest movement of his hands.

He kissed her.

His lips were softer than she had expected, tender, not at all like his casual, even macho, confidence. She closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around his neck, feeling those strong muscles and pulling him against her, intensifying their contact, even as her mind screamed in protest. This is not what I came for!

Her body became enveloped in that strange energy, alive as never before. It was like the kiss had a second level, one which she responded to instinctively, creating a living connection between them. He drew her lips apart with his tongue, still tender, still allowing her the chance to back away. But she opened her mouth to him instead, her whole self consumed with wanting to touch him, her face flushed with desire. She grabbed the buckles of his body armor for balance, her equilibrium lost along with her reason.

He crushed her against him, no longer tender, a bruising kiss demanding conquest. She allowed him full control, despite the buckles digging into her shoulder. He lifted her completely off her feet and brought her up to his eye level.

“Beth,” he breathed, brushing his lips against her neck before moving back to her mouth.

Her mind whirled, too lost to remember that she should stop him. She wanted him too much. The air heated up, warming them. The papers on the coffee table began to smoke.

Startled, she broke the kiss. There was a momentary disorientation, like a soft mental slap. The tingling stopped. Her skin went cold.

She let her head fall to his shoulder and closed her eyes. Her last chance to reach Alec and she’d blown it. More, she’d crossed all ethical boundaries. Yet his arms around her felt so right.

Alec spun around and set her into his easy chair. He swallowed, breathing heavily, his face and neck flushed. Staring at the papers on the table, he reached out a hand and they burst into real flame. He twisted his wrist, calling to the fire. It came to him, wrapping itself around his wrist like a bracelet. He smiled, blinked, and the fire vanished.

He whistled through his teeth. “Wow. You are some kind of hot, counselor, to set me off like that. I usually have to think about creating fire.”
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