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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

Jamie awoke groggy and afraid, waiting for the nightmare to start over again. Her tormentors never left her any respite—never gave her time to recover—and punished her when she refused to cooperate. The fury directed at her lately had been so much worse than at the beginning. She was sure she wouldn’t live much longer, and that sucked. Regrets. She had so many.

As her mind started to clear and no orderly rushed in to drug her up again, she realized something was different. It took effort to pry open her eyes, which wasn’t so unusual, but the surroundings were. The first thing she noticed was the small body tucked up next to her. Kaden. Her son was safe and with her. Hope and love filled her—making her chest hurt, the relief was so intense—but her sense of well-being was quickly replaced by fear.

Was Kaden safe or were they both prisoners now? Where were they? The room they were in was spacious and bright. She could see a balcony outside the double doors at her right and rolled her head to look at what was on the left. The impossible. Carter Owens—the man she’d never been able to forget. She was reminded of him every time her son smiled. She hadn’t heard from him in seven years, and there he sat, sleeping in a chair. Her mind might have been clearing, but this was too unreal. She just couldn’t believe it. Had her tormentors added hallucinogens to their drug cocktail?

“Carter,” she tried to say, but it was more of a croak. Her throat was  parched and hoarse from weeks of screaming. It didn’t matter, though—he was awake in an instant, then on his feet and moving toward her with a smooth, masculine stride she still dreamed about.

“Good morning, Jamie. How are you feeling?”

“I’m alive? I’m really here with you and Kaden?”

“Yes, sweetheart, you’re alive and with us.” Something in his expression made her think it had been a damned close thing too.

“Where are we?”

“Someplace safe. No one will get to you here.”

That didn’t tell her anything, and she shifted into cop mode. Moving hurt, but she managed to sit up. As the sheet fell to her waist, she saw she was wearing a man’s T-shirt and nothing else, and had an IV in her arm. She kept Kaden tucked to her side—protecting him—and watched Carter. She was wary—suspicious. She was all for being free, having her son back, but it seemed too sudden and Carter was too secretive.

She’d always had an uncanny ability to read people, to know when they were lying or telling the truth, and she reached for that talent now. Focused on the man she hadn’t decided yet was real or apparition.

“Okay. How did I get here, then? How long I have been here?”

“I went in with a team and brought you and my mother out two days ago. We just moved you out of our infirmary last night, once Esme was convinced you were stable.”

She knew Esme was his sister, but she’d never met the woman. She’d ask about that later. Right now she was more concerned with her injuries and how long it would take to recover.

“I was out for two days?”

His eyes darkened with fury, then narrowed on her when she flinched. “The last injection they gave you would probably have killed you. We got you here just in time.”

She wasn’t surprised. The more she’d fought that sadistic bastard Dr. Stine—the more she’d refused to cooperate with him—the more insane and rabid he’d become. He had to be stopped.

“The hospital. That place needs to be shut down. I need a phone. I need to call my supervisor and make a statement.”

“That’ll be a little hard to do, baby. You’ve been officially dead for six months.”

That was crazy, but her talent for truth-reading had her believing it. That talent had made her an excellent detective, and it didn’t fail her now. But her memory was full of holes. She’d lost six months? And for what?

“I think you need to start at the beginning, but can I have some water first?”

“Of course. Are you hungry?”

Surprisingly, she was. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt real hunger. The drugs had kept her body numb along with her mind. She nodded as Kaden stirred at her side.

His eyes opened and he gave her his pure, innocent smile. “I told Dad you were alive. I told him to bring you home.”

Her mind raced, processing the statement. Kaden knew who his father was— had obviously been in his care while she was gone.

“And he did.” She smiled back at her son—the joy of her life. He looked happy and healthier than he ever had. She blinked. “You’re not sick?” she asked carefully.

“No.” He shook his head. “Dr. Zach said as long as I take my medicine I won’t get sick again.”

She shot Carter a questioning look. “We’ll explain everything, I promise. Let’s get breakfast first,” Carter said. 

She didn’t want those answers delayed, but she guessed by his warning expression a lot of the answers shouldn’t be shared with a six-year-old. “Okay.”

“I’ll go see what I can find. Kaden, why don’t you come with me?”

Her arms tightened around her son, unwilling to let him go yet. Afraid this was all just a dream. He snuggled closer and the terror began to recede a little. He tilted his head back to look at her.

“I’m glad Dad brought you home, Mom. Everything is okay now.”

God, she hoped so. He wiggled out of her arms and bounced across the room to take his father’s hand.

She was stunned seeing them standing together. They looked so much alike and so in accord. Not for the first time, she thought she should have told Carter when she discovered she was pregnant.

“Don’t worry, sweetheart. We’ll get to that.”

She blinked. Surely she had not just heard his voice in her head. Maybe she was still at the hospital. Maybe this was a delusion. Stine had kept insisting she was a telepath and hadn’t believed her when she said she wasn’t. God, she was imagining things now.

“You aren’t imagining anything, Jamie,” Carter said from the doorway. “We’ll back in a few minutes with food.”

“And clothes,” she called after him, but that wasn’t what occupied her mind.

Had she really heard him mentally, or had he said aloud they’d discuss her secrets later? It seemed insane, but… She could hear the truth in his voice, and sometimes Kaden just knew things he shouldn’t. The same intuition she had. Or something more? 

She spotted a stack of gauze on the nightstand and picked a few up. Then she yanked out the IV and pressed against the welling blood. Sighing, she swung her feet over the side of the bed and rose cautiously. She needed to use the facilities and was desperate for a shower. She also needed to get a look at how badly injured she was. Every inch of her body hurt, but nothing felt broken or cut.

There were two doors on the wall to her right. She checked out the first—a deep closet. It was nowhere near full. There were a couple of Army uniforms. She pushed one aside and saw Carter’s nametag on it. There were also boots, jeans and shirts. A duffle bag was pushed into the back corner. Nothing of Kaden’s. He must have his own room, which meant she’d slept in Carter’s bed. That shouldn’t have pleased her as much as it did.

She backed out of the closet and went through the second door. The bathroom was huge—a dream come true. It was decorated in warm, gold tones. It had a long vanity with double sinks, a private toilet, a huge soaking tub, and a walk-in shower. She dug around in the drawers and found some medical tape for the gauze. She took a deep breath before pulling the shirt off and looking at her body in the mirror. Most of the bruises were fresh, but it was the purple and black that stretched down her left side that was the most tender. She probed it gently with her fingers. Her ribs weren’t broken, thank God.

She headed for the shower. Inside she turned the knobs so the water was almost scalding, and moaned in pleasure when she stepped under the spray. When was the last night she’d enjoyed something as simple as a shower? As good as it felt, she didn’t linger. Months of abuse and malnutrition had left her weak. Her body was in a constant state of fatigue. Unfortunately, it would take more time to recover her strength than to heal the bruises.

She reached for the soap and washed her body quickly before moving on to her hair. She had dried off and was wrapping a towel around her head when she heard them return. Carter appeared in the open doorway like a ghost. No one should be able to move that fast or quietly. She jumped.

“You shouldn’t be out of bed,” he said disapprovingly.

“I’m not an invalid.” She ignored the pain in her body—tried to pretend the bruises and weakness were no big deal.

“Come into the living room, then,” he said, wearing a smooth expression. His tone was remote, but she swore she felt his fury vibrating with every word. She sighed. She deserved it for not telling him he had a son, but she didn’t like the emotional distance. Of all the ways she’d imagined being reunited with him, this had never come close. She’d waited too long to expect forgiveness. Someone must have tracked him down after her alleged death.

She followed him into the common room. There was a tray on the low coffee table, but no sign of her son. “Where’s Kaden?”

“He stayed downstairs with the other kids.”

There were other kids here. That was good. But she had to admit she was nervous being alone with Carter. He was sexier than she remembered, and she couldn’t believe that was possible.

“Sit down, Jamie. See if you can eat something.”

She sat and he took the chair across from her. The thought of food suddenly made her feel queasy, but he just stared at her until she reached for a piece of toast. She recalled that look, too. Determined bossiness. He was used to being in charge and wouldn’t accept anything else. It had driven her crazy. And also kind of turned her on.

“You’re not eating,” he chided.

She took a bite and another, but when she finished with the slice, she didn’t reach for more. She sipped at a cup of coffee instead, closed her eyes in bliss when the hot beverage hit her tongue. He’d put just the right amount of sugar in it. She shouldn’t be surprised.

“You haven’t asked me why I didn’t tell you. About Kaden,” she said softly.

His eyes sharpened with anger. “Why didn’t you?”

She sighed. “I didn’t want you to give up your life for a woman you barely knew. I’ve seen how that goes firsthand.”

“Really? How is that?”

“My father made it very clear we ruined his life,” she said bitterly. “He finally left when I was ten. We were much better off.”

“You really thought I’d come to blame you?”

She spread her hands. “I had no idea what to think. When you left I was so upset. I made myself sick with it. I found out I was pregnant about the time I thought I’d gotten over you. I know that’s not an excuse. I’m just trying to explain where my head was at.”

“Okay.” He took a deep breath. “I don’t like it and I’m still pretty pissed, but I don’t want to live in the past.”

She exhaled in relief. Not that everything was fine now, but at least it was out in the open.

There was a knock on the door before she could ask him more about her rescue. He stood and looked her over. He tossed her a light blanket from the back of the couch, then he moved to let in his guests. She covered her legs as two men and one woman came in. The woman was holding a shopping bag and smiled at Jamie.

“We picked up a few things before the rescue. I forgot about them in all the excitement.” She stepped forward and held out her hand. “I’m Esme. Carter’s sister?”

“He spoke of you.”

“I bet,” she said dryly. “All lies, I promise.”

Jamie laughed and stood, wrapped the blanket around her waist and escaped into the bedroom to dress hurriedly. She dumped the contents of the shopping bag on the bed and arched her eyebrows. There were jeans and T-shirts—no big deal. But the sexy underwear and bra? Jamie rather doubted Carter’s sister would buy those for a woman she didn’t know. Which meant he had. Was he planning—assuming—they’d resume where they’d left off? No, that was crazy. Unfortunately, her gift didn’t allow her to read minds—only the truth or lie in a statement. She pushed the thoughts away for now, yanked off the tags, and got dressed.

She could hear the murmur of voices in the other room. The quiet conversation came to an abrupt stop when she returned, and four sets of eyes turned on her. She felt like a bug under a microscope. Finally, one of the big men stepped forward. “I’m Zach, the lead doctor here. You shouldn’t have removed the IV,” he said, not quite snapping but definitely disapproving.

“Knock it off, Zach,” Carter growled and led her to the couch. This time he sat next to her. The doctor took a seat across from them and leaned forward.

“How do you feel?” he asked.

She shrugged, reluctant to answer him. He was a little scary and a lot asshole. “Like I got run over by a truck.”

His lips curled with the slightest hint of amusement, and she relaxed a fraction. “You should feel better in a few days. I can give you something to help with the pain, if you like.”

She shook her head. No way in hell would she be drugged up again. “I can cope.”

“I figured you’d say that. Anyone who can handle Carter has to be stubborn as hell.”

She didn’t respond to that. Her way of coping with Carter had been to cut off their nonrelationship.

The last man in the room sat on the other chair, and Esme perched on the arm. Jamie didn’t need to see the rock on Esme’s left hand to know they were together. It was clear by the way they looked at each other.

“What can you tell us about your captivity?” the man asked.

She looked at Carter, wondering how much to share and suspecting they knew more than she did.

“That’s Brax,” Carter said. “My soon-to-be brother-in-law and the boss around here.”

“I remember signing in at the hospital in Tampa and waking up at the hospital y’all took me out of. After that…” She shook her head. “It’s kind of one big blur.”

Brax pinned her with a look she was hard-pressed not to squirm under. “I understand you don’t know us or if you can trust us, but lying about it won’t help matters.”

Carter wrapped his arm around her shoulders and leaned in to whisper in her ear. “You know you can trust me. Let us help, sweetheart.”

“For some reason,” she started, not quite believing she was going to tell them, “Stine, the doctor in charge, got it into his head that I’m a telepath.”

She waited for everyone to laugh, and her stomach twisted when they didn’t.

“Are you?” Brax asked.

“I get rescued from one madman to get handed off to another, is that it?”

Unbelievable. They couldn’t really believe in telepathy, could they? That one person could read another’s mind? Sure, she knew when someone was lying to her, but she had to focus on them—study them carefully. That was just a lifetime of observation, right? Of watching facial expressions, listening to speech patterns and cadences. But…she knew there was more to it than that. Knew she was lying to herself. Still, telepathy? It seemed so farfetched. Crazy. If she didn’t feel like shit, she’d get up and pace.

“No. I’m not,” she snapped.

But Brax just gave her that searching look again. “We checked you out. Youngest detective in TPD history. Highest solve rate. What is your talent, then, if not telepathy? We know you have one, Jamie.”

She read the truth in his statement and cringed. What the fuck was going on?

“What is it, baby?” Carter asked. “Kaden is a precog, right?”

Precog…precognition? That seemed the most likely definition for precog. Why would Carter let these people drag their son into this?

He sighed. “These people are protecting him, Jamie. I would never do anything to endanger our son.”

“What can you do?” Brax asked again, his voice gentle—cajoling with steel underneath it.

“I hear the truth.”

Brax leaned back in his chair. “Interesting.”

“It comes in handy sometimes,” she said carefully.

He grinned. “No doubt.”

“I think it’s your turn now, Mister…”

“Braxton Lee, but call me Brax. My turn for what?”

Braxton Lee, a very familiar name to anyone from the Tampa area, was the secretive, filthy-rich owner of Lee Enterprises.

“You know more about this than I do, Brax,” she countered. “You know why Stine came after me. And…” She cocked her head to one side, her intuition kicked into overdrive. “Something else I’m not quite getting yet. But I will. I always do.”

Carter squeezed her shoulder in warning, but she shrugged him off, stood and walked to a spot near the door where she could keep everyone in sight.

“You can do a little more than just hear truth, can’t you?” Brax asked.

“Call it a hunch.”

“Are your hunches ever wrong?”

“Rarely,” Jamie answered.

“Did you ever ask Stine why he took you?”

She huffed. “Of course. He said he was interested in studying parapsychology.”

“That was the truth,” Brax said.

Jamie shook her head. “Only part of it. What’s the rest?”

“We don’t know.”

She gave him a shrewd look. “Also only part of the truth.”

He laughed. “Forget lying. Hell, Carter. God help you if you ever try to keep anything from her.”

Figuring she needed every advantage she could get, she didn’t tell them that she had to be focusing on getting the truth for her ability to work.

“It wasn’t just your talent that brought you to Stine’s attention,” Brax said, serious now. “It was your DNA. Kaden’s DNA, to be more accurate. We don’t think Stine had yours before he kidnapped you.”

She didn’t read any deception. “What’s so interesting about his or my DNA?”

“It’s not human. Neither of you is human.”

She heard nothing but veracity in his response, which was the only reason she didn’t laugh out loud. “That’s insane.”

“Funny, Carter said the same damned thing. But you’re the truth reader. It might sound like fantasy but it’s real.”

“The rest of you?” she asked. She wondered about the others in the house and the people that she’d glimpsed moving around outside.

“Most of us here are the same as you.”

“What is that precisely?” Her mind was reeling and she was already seeing patterns, but they weren’t clear yet.

“We call ourselves the Elect. Humans are our evolutionary ancestors. Cousins of a sort.”

That actually kind of made sense. It wasn’t like evolution would cease with the rise of Homo sapiens, right?

“You said here. You mean in Tampa?”

“There are a handful who live in the city, but most of us are in the compound.”

Interesting. She’d have to ask more about that later.

“Go on,” she said. “Tell me about Stirling.”

“The Institution was founded by three scientists,” Brax said. “Stine, Orly and Lingstrom. Their grandsons run the Institute now. Anyway, in the fifties they were in charge of a secret military project researching parapsychology. When the project was mothballed, the subjects scattered or banded together here under my grandfather’s leadership. The Stirling scientists formed their institute to continue their research and later branched into genetics research.”

“They found you and Kaden because one of his doctors had his DNA tested. We think they faked your death to get complete access to you and Kaden. They didn’t know about me,” Carter finished.

The energy rushed from her body and her knees went weak. The world tilted. Carter caught her as she stumbled. She’d felt secure a few minutes ago, but hearing that Stine wanted her son too changed everything. She’d go to any lengths necessary to protect him.

“You’re sure he’s safe here?” she whispered.

“He is.”

“I want to see for myself.”

He nodded. “I figured you would, but you need to get some rest first. You’re a long way from recovered.”

“No, now.” Carter got the same obstinate look she’d seen so often on her son’s face. For a minute it silenced her. Then she shook her head. “I won’t rest until I see for myself.”

“We gotta work on this trust issue of yours, sweetheart.”

She turned to make the demand of Brax, who sighed when Esme elbowed him. “Stubborn women,” he muttered. “You better show her Mason and Gabe’s setup.”

The look Carter gave him made it clear they’d have words later. Jamie didn’t care. She’d love to crawl back in the big, soft bed and sleep for a week, but she couldn’t do that until she knew Kaden was safe. Everyone filed out of the suite, Carter and Jamie bringing up the rear. They walked down a hall and a wide, curving staircase to the first floor. If she weren’t so wound up, she would have looked around in awe. She’d figured it was a mansion, but it felt more like an exclusive hotel.

Carter steered her to one of the many open doors she saw, but she wasn’t prepared for what was inside the room. It looked like the nerve center for a major war. There was an entire wall of TV screens, and computer stations were placed everywhere. He led her to the wall, gesturing to the top row.

“The gates,” he said.

She began to relax. They were high, heavy and locked. She saw the small box that contained the keypad for access. He pointed out other screens outside the estate recording the roads that led to the entrances. There were more cameras on the outside and inside of the house and the other properties inside the estate.

“My God,” she murmured. “Must have cost a fortune.”

“No doubt,” Carter responded. “Satisfied?”

For now. Later she’d want to look around. “Yeah.”

“Good. You’re going back to bed.”

Before she could protest he swung her up in his arms and hurried out. Moments later he had her back in his bedroom. He set her on her feet, and she took one step toward the bed, then reconsidered.

“Um. Maybe I should stay in Kaden’s room,” she suggested. Nerves tightened her chest when he glared down at her.

“No. You belong in here. With me.”

What the hell? Sure, she felt the same intense attraction she’d always felt for him, but he’d disappeared from her life without a fight. It had been seven long years. Did he think they would just pick up where they’d left off? That wasn’t possible—though it was tempting.

“I think that would be a bad idea.”

“Do you?” He gave her a smile that was one part sexy and one part mean. “I think it’s the best idea I’ve had in seven years. I know last night was the first full night’s sleep I’ve had in seven years. No nightmares I can’t get out of my head of you in some other man’s arms. For the first time, I know exactly where you are, and I’ll be damned if I let you walk away from me again. So get used to it, sweetheart. You’re here, and here you’ll stay.”

With that he turned and stalked out, slamming the door behind him. She could only stare at the air he still seemed to fill. She hadn’t been using her skill at reading the truth, but she knew she’d heard it and she was confused. And hurt and pissed the hell off. She wanted to charge after him. Wanted to know, if he’d felt that strongly about her, why he hadn’t searched for her? She wanted to ask, but she was so damned tired and everything hurt. She decided to wait until she was stronger. She took her new clothes off, put his T-shirt back on and buried herself under the covers.


Chapter Two

Carter was afraid his fury would consume him, but it faded away as soon as he saw Kaden running to him. He scooped the boy up in his arms, to Kaden’s delighted laughter, and spun around.

“Dad,” Kaden said, still giggling. “This is a baby game.”

“I won’t tell if you don’t.” Carter winked, burying the regret he felt over not having been there when Kaden was a baby. Hiding his other regrets too. He shouldn’t have let Jamie go, and he shouldn’t have snapped at her like he had upstairs.

Kaden wiggled until Carter set him down. His son grinned up at him. “I met Grandma. She said when she’s feeling better we’ll make cookies.”

“She did, huh?” he asked as Esme stepped out of Zach’s lab. “Have you talked to her yet?” he asked his sister.

She nodded. “She couldn’t give us much. Stine had her for years, but apparently he thought she wasn’t useful, so he kept her pretty drugged up,” Esme answered telepathically.

He felt the anger rising in his blood again. He’d blamed his mother, Merilee Durand, for a lot of things that turned out weren’t her fault or under her control. He should have been a better son. A more sympathetic man. A better mate and father. He felt like a failure all the way around.

Esme frowned at him. “Don’t do that.” She held her hand out to Kaden. “I’m taking Grandma lunch. Want to help?”

Kaden bounced on his heels. “Yes!”

A few minutes later Carter followed his son and sister into the suite assigned to his mother. He carried a tray Esme had loaded with soup, sandwiches and drinks and set it on the coffee table before looking for his mother. She was wearing the jeans and T-shirt Esme had bought her the day before and was sitting at the big bay window.

She turned when they entered. Her smile was wistful, her eyes widening as she saw him.

“Hello, Mom.”

“Carter. All grown up and so very handsome.”

“It’s good to see you,” he said with a lump in his throat. “How are you feeling?”

Her smile blossomed, and she moved to the sofa to take the bowl of soup Esme handed her. “Wonderful. It’s so quiet here.”

He knew she wasn’t talking about the noise level. She meant the voices in her head—the thoughts of other people that had plagued her her whole life and that had been used to label her schizophrenic and institutionalize her. It was quiet here because all the members of the Elect were taught to shield their minds.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly. “I should have believed in you.”

“You couldn’t know, and I have a second chance. I don’t want to ruin it with regrets.”

She gave him a shrewd look, and he checked to make sure there were no cracks in his shields. Blinked back the moisture in his eyes. She had enough to deal with. She didn’t need his guilt piled on top of her.

“Esme and the others have been explaining things to me. I remembered someone when you walked in.”

“Who, Mom?”

“I don’t recall his name. He wore street clothes but walked like you.”

“You think he was military?”

She nodded. “Or used to be.” She frowned. “I wish I could remember his name.”

Esme patted her hand. “Don’t worry. It’ll come to you.”

“I’m sure it will,” Merilee said, then shuddered.

Carter joined her, trying to control the tide of emotion rising in him as she leaned against his side and tilted her head back to smile at him. He could see the shadows in her eyes—sensed her pushing back the memories and was so damned grateful they’d found her in time.

“Tell me what y’all have been doing,” Merilee said as Kaden quietly snuggled up at her other side and closed his eyes. She wrapped her arm around him, and Carter tried to ignore the lump in his throat as he watched his young son truly relax. Kaden was much better since he’d been under Esme and Zach’s care, but like his mother, he was still recovering. “Tell me everything.”

He and Esme exchanged a look before bursting out laughing.

“Why is that funny?” Merilee asked, brows drawn together. An expression crossed her face he hadn’t realized he’d missed. One part exasperation, one part mirth. “What kind of trouble have you two been up to?”

“Nothing too bad, Mom,” Esme said. Carter was amused as his sister skipped describing her wild teenage years and went straight into the parentally approved stuff. “We both finished college early. I went on the med school and Carter went in the Army.”

Merilee arched an eyebrow—another look he remembered. “You’ve left out fiancés, grandsons, the woman who better be my future daughter-in-law, and how you knew where to find us,” she said with a hint of severity—a tone he used to interpret as don’t you dare try to lie to your mother. Come to think of it, it would probably be a good idea to continue to interpret it that way. And how the hell did he answer her? Some things just didn’t need to be shared.

“I’m working on Jamie. We haven’t seen each other in a few years,” he said, refusing to wince at the disapproving look she gave him and unwilling to explain why it had been so long with Kaden right there. The boy knew Carter hadn’t known about him, but Carter didn’t want him to hear all the details or come to blame Jamie for keeping the secret.

“She’ll come around, Mom,” he continued. “We both made some mistakes, but it’s nothing we can’t fix.” No matter what had happened in the past, he was determined to make Jamie a permanent part of his life.

His mother held his gaze a long time before finally nodding, turning her face to smother a yawn. He’d give her a little time before insisting she go back to bed.

“And you, Esme? How did you find Brax?”

“He found me actually,” Esme said, her tone light and amused. Carter couldn’t help but smile at the joy in her eyes. “I was trying to figure out why Kaden kept getting sick, and sent his DNA to Zach.”

“The rude doctor,” Merilee said, and Esme laughed.

“That’s the one. Brax came to see me instead, brought me back here and brought Carter and Kaden in.”

“Where you discovered we’re not human,” his mother said softly.

“You’re accepting that much easier than I did, Mom,” Carter said. He’d refused to believe it at first, but she didn’t seem at all surprised.

She shrugged. “I always knew we were different. I mean more than just the telepathy. You were both always stronger, faster. You almost never got sick and recovered very fast. And so damned smart I used to wonder how I’d keep up.” She ended sounding more amused than irritated.

Esme used the opportunity to change the subject and tell their mother more about the Elect while Carter sat back to watch, feeling more relaxed and at peace than he could remember having been in years. Merilee seemed genuinely happy and sane. Perhaps she was right and regrets were pointless. He’d like to believe that. After her second smothered yawn, he made everyone leave. She returned to her bed reluctantly but gave him a brilliant smile when he promised to bring Jamie and Kaden back for a private family dinner.

When he left, Carter wasn’t sure what to do with himself. Kaden ran off to play with his friends, Merilee and Jamie were sleeping, and he was going out of his mind. He hovered in the security office, searching the Stirling personnel records they’d hacked, but didn’t find anything new.

He finally gave up trying to distract himself and returned to his suite. Jamie was asleep, breathing deep and even. There were still shadows under her eyes and bruises all over her body, but already she looked better. The Elect healed fast. She wasn’t so wan, and each breath drew his shirt tight across her chest, outlining hard nipples that made his mouth water. He cursed himself. The last thing she needed right now—and the one thing he wanted most—was his cock buried in her to his balls.

He should leave—just get the hell out of the house for a few hours—but his feet didn’t follow his command. He moved closer, toed off his shoes and socks, ripped off his shirt and shucked off his jeans. Then he climbed into the bed and spooned up behind her. He wouldn’t take her when she woke—she wasn’t ready yet—but he could at least keep her in the protective shelter of his arms.





Jamie couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept so well. She woke sore but refreshed, without the fatigue that had hounded her so long. Everything that had happened rushed back to her mind. Abduction and torture, rescue and reunions. Not human. And none of it mattered because she was in Carter’s arms.

Those arms tightened around her middle. “You’re awake,” he murmured, pressing a kiss against her nape, then leaving a trail of fire in its wake as his lips moved up.

“Yes.” She gasped because his teeth scraped a tender spot. Then she groaned when his hands slid up her torso to cup her breasts.

“Tell me to stop, sweetheart. God help me, I don’t think I can do it on my own.”

Why on earth would she want to stop him when it felt so damned good?

This time he groaned, and she knew he’d read her thoughts again. “Because you’re still recovering from repeated beatings. I don’t want to hurt you.”

She maneuvered to her back so she could stare up at him. She reached up to place her hand on his nape and slowly tugged him down. “Then be gentle,” she whispered.

“I don’t know if I can.” She felt the fine tremor in the body hovering so close to hers. “I’ve wanted you for so long. Been hungry for so long.”

She knew he wouldn’t hurt her. Throwing caution to the wind, she lifted her head to kiss him. It was soft at first, hesitant when he didn’t immediately accept her offer, but she was determined and tried again. With a soft groan of capitulation, he opened his mouth and took over the kiss. Sensation, desire, swept over her. She whimpered a protest when he broke away but bit it off as he shoved up her shirt and started kissing his way down her body.

Her nipples were tight little points by the time he reached them. He pinched one between his fingers and lowered his mouth to the other. He held her gaze as he blew a hot breath over her, then licked her so briefly it was pure torture.

“Carter, more,” she begged.

He didn’t give her what she wanted. Didn’t suck her into his mouth and relieve the ache in her nipples. She held her breath as he kept moving down. Her clit throbbed, and she could feel her juices slipping out to coat her thighs. He knelt between her parted legs, put his hands under her knees and spread her wide. She strangled her cry, unsure if the sound threatening to escape would be pleading or demanding. She wanted his mouth on her. Now. Wanted the pleasure—the excruciating orgasm only he could give her.

He chuckled. “In a hurry, sweetheart?” He moved one hand and spread the folds of her sex.

“Answer me,” he ordered when she couldn’t find her voice. “Or I’ll stop right here.”

Oh, she remembered this dominant, commanding lover. She’d missed him.

But two could play his game.

“I need more. It’s been so long. I can’t even get myself off with a vibrator most times. I dream of your tongue on me. Your cock fucking me.”

He growled, but it was a sexy, exhilarating sound. “Ask and you shall receive,” he said seconds before sucking her clit between his teeth.

Her mind splintered with pleasure. It washed over her, wave after wave, but it wasn’t enough. Nowhere close to enough. She wanted all of him, hard and thrusting inside her, but she was leery, too. She felt something building between them, something that would be only more intense with penetration. Her worry was shoved away by lust when he rose over her. His erection nudged at her entrance and all she cared about was his possession.

“God, what are you waiting for? An engraved invitation? Fuck me, Carter.”

He thrust inside her in one smooth, fast move.

“No,” he said, his voice harsh. “I’ll make love to you, all day and all night if that’s what you want. God knows I do.” He stared down into her eyes. “But this is not just fucking, and you know it.”

“I know I’ll combust if you don’t get on with it.” She dug her fingernails into his shoulders and wrapped her legs around his hips. “Carter. Please.”



Carter couldn’t deny that plea no matter how much he wanted her to admit this was so much more than just scratching an itch. He remembered what she liked. How could he forget? He remembered every inch of her. He knew exactly how to touch her, how to thrust inside her to maximize her pleasure. He increased his rhythm, his strokes hard, even, fast and hitting her G-spot every time. She was sharing her thoughts and sensations. And a demand for more. Harder.

She mewled, begging, and he gave it to her. Without slowing or missing a beat, he lowered his head to suck one of her nipples into his mouth. Sweet, pert, perfect. Mine. The possessiveness that gripped him was as terrifying as it was exhilarating. He’d never felt anything like this, not even during the incredible two weeks they’d spent together and conceived Kaden.

He wouldn’t last much longer. Her pussy was slick and tight around his cock. It felt incredible, but the combination of that sensation and being held by this woman so tightly, so desperately, was more than he could take. He knew today an unbreakable mental bond—the bond of mates—would form between them. He didn’t know why the bond hadn’t formed before, but he suspected at least one of them had to accept it. At least one of them had to acknowledge the emotion and connection between them. He could feel it growing, knew it was a matter of seconds before it burst into being. Some of the mated Elect had spoken of the bond to him, so he knew it would be intense. Shattering. But no amount of bracing for the impact prepared him.

When she came, clenching and trembling on his cock, he followed, and the mental connection slammed into him. He roared out as the force swept over him like a cat-five hurricane. He collapsed, his need to protect her the only thing that made him shift to the side enough so his body didn’t pin her weaker one to the bed.

“Holy fuck,” she asked. “What was that?”

He buried his lips in her neck. “Mating bond.”

“Oh. Okay.” She paused, then asked sleepily, “I don’t want to ask, do I? Right now, I just want to enjoy the afterglow.”

He couldn’t believe he had the strength to chuckle. “Yeah, sweetheart. Just enjoy it.”

She was asleep soon after, but she didn’t wake all mellow and pliant.


Chapter Three

She slept for an hour or so and woke knowing everything had changed. She felt Carter in her skin. The sex had been so much more than scratching an itch. He wasn’t lying next to her, and she heard water running in the next room. She hunted him down, more than a little pissed off when she stepped into the shower stall.

“What the hell just happened?” she demanded.

He turned to face her. His attitude was very calm and accepting, as if he’d expected this confrontation. “The Elect are not human,” he said. “We’re wired differently. One of those differences is…mating.”

Why did that sound so permanent? “Enlighten me.”

“It’s a mental bond,” he said. He set his hands on her waist and slowly drew her closer. “It only forms once and it cannot be broken.”

She gasped, though from his touch or the revelation she didn’t know. “You’re saying we have this bond?”

“Yes.”

Her intuition leapt. “You did it on purpose. You could have stopped it from forming!”

“No.” He pulled her closer and held her through her halfhearted struggle. “I knew it would form when I came inside you, and I could have delayed that. But even if you knew about it and wanted to deny it, eventually you would have come to me. A mating is damned near impossible to ignore, and it was already half-formed between us. That’s why it was such hell being apart.”

Years of missing him, of suffering without his touch, not knowing where he was or how he was doing. It was unbearable. And unacceptable. He was a weakness, always had been, and she couldn’t afford that right now. She was afraid to ask for more information but knew she had to know. “How long have you known about this?”

“Since I got here. It took the authorities a while to find me after you supposedly died. But Esme and I didn’t find the Elect until about three weeks ago.”

That was something of a relief. He hadn’t left her suffering alone on purpose.

“What now?” she whispered.

“We find out exactly who’s hunting our people and why. And we put a stop to them.”

She snorted. “Not what I meant.”

“Oh, well,” he teased. “I make love to you every night. We raise our son together. We build a little house somewhere here on the estate. We go forward.”

“That easy, huh?” It sounded so simple, but she knew it wouldn’t be. “What the hell am I supposed to do in this little fantasy world of yours, babe? I’m a cop. I like being a cop.”

“I’m sure you need the job as an outlet. But you have a whole new species here with an unknown enemy, fighting to survive. Why can’t you turn those skills to this?”

“We’ll see,” she said.

“You don’t trust me.”

She shook her head. “My one overriding thought is protecting Kaden. I find it hard to focus on anything else.”

“We share that goal.”

“It’s a start, don’t you think?” she asked tentatively.

“Yeah.” He paused. His expression was almost somber. “It’s a start.”

Before she could pursue the disappointment she heard in his voice and saw in his eyes, he leaned down to kiss her. She opened her mouth for him, and his tongue stroked over hers. Tender and lazy, coaxing as his hands filled with her breasts. He paused long enough to murmur against her lips. “Too soon, sweetheart. I shouldn’t have taken you the first time. You’re far from recovered.”

She felt his concern and self-recrimination through the new bond he’d forged. Though she was sore, she wouldn’t have undone it, and she wanted more. She scratched lightly down his back and shifted close enough to rub her pelvis against his erection.

“I’m fine.”

She realized he felt her pain when he set his hands on her waist and gently pushed her away. His touch was soft and tender, but the rejection still stung. He must have felt her reaction.

“It’s not like that, baby.”

She couldn’t focus on his words while the lust still surged in her veins. Sighing, he pulled her back into his arms. One hand held her face against his chest while the other rubbed soothing circles over her back. Gradually the desire receded enough that she could think, and she did her best to hide those thoughts. She must have succeeded, because when she stepped out of his embrace, she saw nothing in his expression but concern. There was no knowledge of her private battle and reproaches.

After all these years, after keeping his son from him, after the last six months of hell, she had no business getting into a relationship she knew damned well he intended to be more than casual sex. She shouldn’t even indulge in that much. Because no matter what he said, he’d never come back to see her. She’d lived in the same house for a decade, so he’d known exactly where to find her. She was concerned about this mating bond, however. It sounded like more a biological imperative than any kind of choice. She didn’t want him staying with her because she was his only option. That just sucked.

She got out of the shower, dressed and wandered into the living room. The area was cozy with plush seating and soothing colors, but it was the small work center tucked into one corner she was most interested in. The computer booted right up when she pushed the power button, and she opened a browser, going to the local newspaper’s website. Curious, she went back to the week she died and read her obit. It focused on her police career, so she guessed one of her colleagues had written it. Then she worked her way forward, catching up on six months of news. She read the brief reports of her former pediatrician’s murder and Esme’s house fire, but noted there was no mention of the break-in at her lab or a connection between the doctor and Esme. Jamie figured that was Brax’s influence at play.

“You ready?” Carter asked, standing near the door.

She was surprised, when she looked at the clock, that two hours had passed, and she stood to join him. They headed downstairs to prep a family dinner. They weren’t alone in the kitchen, though. She stopped, stunned but so happy to see familiar faces. Kai Meyer, a fellow detective, grinned at her and swept her into a bear hug, twirling her around. He only let her down when Carter threatened to take his head off, but it didn’t change his mood one bit.

“Damn, it’s good to see you alive, Jamie.”

“It’s good to be alive,” she quipped back.

Then Aaron Lee, Brax’s twin and her captain—and why the fuck had she not made that connection before? They looked a lot alike, but she’d been so focused on her son she hadn’t noticed the resemblance. He stepped forward.

“Jamie.” He was more reserved than she had come to expect from him, and held out his hand. But hell, after what she’d been through? Fuck reserve. Besides, she was dead. She stepped forward, rolled to her toes and kissed his cheek. She backed off before the caveman—Carter—at her back could lunge forward, blocking him with her body. He grabbed her hips, yanked her close and did that mind-speak thing of his.

“You’re pushing it, baby.”

“They’re just friends and colleagues. Suck it up.”

“Kai is not looking at you like a buddy.”

“You know I don’t want him and I never have. What the hell, Carter?”

She actually heard him sigh in her mind. “I can’t help it. It’s a mate thing. Please, for both us, do not touch any of the men again.”

“For the next stage in evolution,” she said aloud. “Y’all are pretty freaking primitive.”

Damn if every male in the kitchen didn’t snicker, even Carter. Jamie wanted to smack the smirk off his face. Fortunately for him, Esme stepped in from the hall and intervened. She swung a dismissive look around.

“Don’t worry about them, Jamie,” she said. “They think ’cause they’re giants they’re in charge.”

As she spoke, a woman came through another door and laughed. Zach was right behind her. It took Jamie a second to process the change in his expression from when she had met him. He was relaxed and didn’t bother to hide the love shining in his eyes as he looked down at the woman by his side. It was an amazing transformation.

“I’m Mallory. I hear you already met my mate, Zach,” Mallory said. Jamie accepted the woman’s hand.

“Arson investigator, right?” Jamie asked. “I’m surprised we never met.”

“Me too,” Mallory said and looked at Esme. “I think we need a margarita night.”

Jamie and Esme both grinned. That sounded like a damned fine idea to Jamie. “Absolutely,” Jamie said. “The sooner the better.”

This was good. She had allies here. It wasn’t all strong alpha men running the show, though it was clear they sure as hell tried. But she watched how Brax hovered over Esme, how Zach respected Mallory, and she saw no matter how dominant they were with their significant others—she refused the mate label—they were capable of compromise.

“Margaritas sound great,” she said. “But I need clothes.”

“All of your things were donated,” Carter said gently.

“I figured they were.” She nodded. “So I need to go shopping.”

She swore to God every single male in the room suddenly got a poker up his ass.

“You can order whatever you need online,” Carter said stiffly.

“Right. So I’m not a prisoner, but I can’t leave.”

“We’re looking out for you, baby.” He sounded exasperated, but that wasn’t what she keyed in on.

“What do you know that you think you should protect me from?”

He froze, and she knew the next words out of his mouth would be a lie.

“Nothing,” he said.

She felt a little piece of the hope inside her die. She looked around at the others, recognizing a group of soldiers. Strong and proud. Arrogant.

“Anyone else want to lie to me?” she asked. She looked at Brax. “What the fuck is going on?”

He answered reluctantly, with an apologetic look at Carter that just burned her ass. “We just got the call. The FBI is getting a warrant for your arrest. They’ll have it in a couple of hours. They say you faked your death and you’re a drug trafficker and domestic terrorist.”

Holy shit. That was so not what she was expecting. She looked at Aaron. “Both? Wow. I’m talented. You know that isn’t true.”

“I know. Stirling is behind this,” he said, nodding. “But there’s not a damned thing I can do about it. Protecting our anonymity is paramount.”

Since that also meant her son, she couldn’t argue, but fuck did it rankle. She was not one of the bad guys, damn it. She would sacrifice everything—including her reputation—for her son, though.

“Do we know who these people are?”

“We’re assembling a list,” Aaron said. “But they’re lower management. We want the people in charge.”

“Look at the military,” Carter said. “This has government covert ops all over it.”

And he should know. He’d spent years in the thick of it.

He gave her a sharp look. “I never kidnapped or killed innocents.”

“I know you didn’t, babe. But I see the darkness in you. I know that you know this kind of work. You can find these people.”

He was silent so long she thought she’d pushed too far. “Maybe I can,” Carter answered.

“I’m not so sure anonymity is the best course,” she said.

The more she considered keeping the Elect secret, the more she thought it was a mistake. In the long run it would create more problems than it solved.

Brax shook his head in denial, though. “No. They’d do the same to us as they did to you.”

“You think? How many of us are there anyway?”

“Including you,” he said cautiously, “the current count is two thousand two hundred and eighty-six.”

Esme gave her a brief nod of encouragement, and she realized some of the Elect at least thought other options should be explored.

“That’s a lot of people to secretly imprison,” she pointed out.

“My job is to protect the Elect, not expose them.”

“Right. Most live in this compound, right? Hell, you’ve got a commissary, a gas station, a general goods store, barracks, and how many single-family homes in that new development that’s going up? All enclosed behind a wall? That’s more than a town. It’s a military post. Self-contained. Looks to me like you’re already preparing to be exposed. You are, aren’t you?”

He sighed. “I suppose seeing patterns is part of your talent?”

“Yeah, I guess so.” She knew so.

“Until I can make sure as many of us as possible are safe, I’ll do whatever I have to hide our existence.”

“When will that be? Because I don’t think Stine and his cronies are going to wait around. They’ll move their operations and keep doing what they have been. They’ll get more aggressive. More Elect will disappear, and some of them will be known members. He won’t stop at picking off the people you haven’t claimed anymore,” Jamie pointed out.

“You seem very certain of that.”

A curious sense of rightness had come over her. She’d been born for this. Not just reading truth and lies, but finding the patterns that connected them—that gave her a more complete story.

“I am.” She paused. “So what’s the plan?”

Brax didn’t answer her. Instead, he looked at Carter. “Your woman is going to be a handful. The only way to control her might be to give her a more prominent role.”

Behind her Carter radiated such intense anxiety she swore she could feel it against her skin. She looked over her shoulder and saw him nod.

“You’re probably right,” Carter said.

“And I’m standing right here,” she snapped.

When Brax met her gaze, she read amusement mixed with sternness. “Rule number one is I’m the boss. What I say goes. Period,” Brax said.

Well, shit. She nodded reluctantly. “Okay.”

He glanced at his watch. “I suggest everyone eat. We have a meeting scheduled in my office at 2000 hours. We’ll fill in the newest recruit then.”

With that, he returned to his office—Esme, Zach and Mallory trailing after him. Aaron grinned at her.

“Brash as ever,” he teased.

“I get the impression that’s the only way to survive around here.”

“We do try to keep our women in more traditional roles but it’s not because we don’t respect them.”

“Hasn’t it occurred to any of y’all that’s a mistake? You have a genetic imperative to protect the females of the species—I get that. I even respect it. But it would better serve everyone if they were taught to protect themselves.”

His eyes narrowed, and she could tell she was pissing him off. She ignored the warning Carter growled in her ear.

“Everyone is taught self-defense and how to use a weapon,” Aaron said. “I got a report you were asking about the range, in fact.”

“Training with no real-world experience,” she barreled on. For some reason she couldn’t explain, she knew this was crucial. “Who runs patrols inside the compound? Who does surveillance outside when it’s necessary?”

“Too risky,” he said, but he didn’t sound totally convinced. He worked with human women after all, and Elect women were altogether different. Stronger, faster, with a varying group of mental talents.

“No.” She shook her head. “It’s riskier to make them feel useless.”

So far she’d only met two women. Esme and Mallory were happy, but she sensed some restlessness. She’d bet that restlessness was widespread among the Elect women, and she knew how quickly it could fester and become resentment. It would probably be worse with the single women, who had fewer outlets for venting. Namely a mate to take the blame.

“Maybe you’re right,” Brax said, and she turned to meet eyes that glittered with frustration. She hadn’t realized he’d come back into the kitchen. “But it’s not something we’re going to solve before dinner.” He paused. “Which I’m going up for now.”

Crap. She and Carter were supposed to be taking care of that.

Brax laughed and shook his head. “Esme and Kaden took it up earlier.”

With that he left them. Aaron disappeared through another doorway, and Jamie stood frozen in place. Family dinner. That was so not her thing. It had been just her and her mother until her junior year of high school, when her mother had died. Then Jamie had been alone until Kaden was born. The thought of sitting with a family she wasn’t a part of made her queasy.

“I don’t feel so good,” she said when Carter took her hand and started up the stairs. She paused on the landing. “Maybe I’ll just go lie down for a bit.”

He stopped and looked down at her. “Well, I guess I finally know what intimidates you.”

She wanted to deny his assumption, but it would be a lie. “That’s your family in there,” she said softly.

“And by extension yours. Kaden and I are yours, sweetheart. Don’t forget it, because I have no intention of letting you. Now let’s see more of that warrior you were downstairs.”

She was surprised to see wicked heat light his eyes, and arched an eyebrow.

“Liked that, huh?”

 He pulled her into his arms then his lips lowered to hers. “Nothing quite like a smart, kick-ass woman.” His mouth brushed hers. “Especially when she’s mine.”

“Mmm. Do we have to go to this thing?” she asked, moving closer and rubbing against him. He was hot and ready, and she felt needy and demanding. How did he do this to her so fast? He kissed her again, all flirty little nips and nibbles.

Down the hall, a door opened and she heard her son giggling. “I found them,” Kaden called inside.

Carter broke the kiss and leaned his forehead against hers. “Damn. Walk in front of me, baby, and no more teasing.”

Right. Like she’d agree to that?





The conversation only lulled a moment when they walked in. Esme and Kaden had a brought a rolling cart of food, dishes and utensils up the back elevator, and Carter steered Jamie toward it since everyone else appeared to already have a plate. It gave him a couple minutes to will away his erection and try to get the lust raging through him under control. He was only partly successful.

Jamie carried her plate and sat on the floor next to their son, in front of the coffee table. Carter took the empty sofa seat behind her. She leaned back, tilting her head to smile at him, and he couldn’t resist stealing a fast kiss. It was more of a peck, but it brought his body roaring back to life. He shifted uncomfortably, straightened and forked up a bite of meatloaf.

Brax met his gaze with one of amused sympathy. It would have irritated Carter if he hadn’t noticed the way the other man had carefully shielded his lower body. The absurdity of his new reality was only made better because he knew the benefits. Now that he’d really accepted he wasn’t human, the power and strength he’d always tempered were free. A definite bonus to a career soldier. Even better was the mating bond. He felt Jamie in his bones, and he knew they’d never willingly separate. If, God forbid, something happened to her, he wouldn’t survive it. That knowledge was also bone deep. His gaze shifted to his son, and he was filled with sudden understanding.

He knew why women protested the roles the Elect wanted to put them in. He’d grown up in the same world as them—a human world— where the loss of a spouse would hurt but wouldn’t kill the one left behind. However, despite what they’d known before, that wasn’t their world now. 

He set his mostly-untouched plate down as the conversation flowed around him. He struggled with the knowledge of his new insight. He refused to do anything that would jeopardize his son’s happiness, and that meant making certain both Kaden’s parents were close and alive. The only way to truly protect Jamie was to keep her inside the compound where her enemies couldn’t find her, thereby making her miserable. But if she went back to something like her old life, the worry would make him crazy. He rubbed a hand over his face.

“It’s a dilemma, isn’t it?” Brax spoke to him mentally.

“At least my sister isn’t an ex-cop with tactical training.”

Brax snorted. “No, she’s just the sister of a former special forces soldier who made sure she knew how to fight.” He paused. “She also has breaking and entering skills I don’t want to examine too closely.”

“Don’t put that one on me. She learned that on her own.”

“Then she taught you.” Brax sounded irritated and bemused at once.

“What can I say? We had an interesting childhood.”

He felt Brax sober at the reminder that Carter and Esme had grown up outside the Elect, their mother prisoner of a madman who hunted them still. Neither Brax nor Carter had anything to say after that. He focused on the conversation flowing around him, which was mostly Kaden telling Merilee all about his life and coming to live with the Elect. Eventually things wrapped up. Brax helped Esme reload their used plates and utensils to the cart and roll it away, and Carter and Jamie left to make the meeting that had been arranged before dinner.

Brax’s office was packed. They found a corner behind Brax’s desk. He walked in and swept a harried look around the room. “Let’s do the reports first,” he said, waving Aaron and Mason forward.

“We’ve had some activity outside the wall, though no one has tried to come over. Looks more like recon. As for Stine, he’s awake and he knows he’s being watched. We follow him for a while, but if he wants to disappear, he can. We already know he has at least one telepath. My guess is he’s got a lot more, and they’ve learned evasion techniques. He’s still keeping the major parts of his routine, though.”

“Trying to draw us out,” Brax concurred and turned to Aaron. “Anything from the FBI?”

Carter perked up. This was about the warrant issued for Jamie, but Aaron just shook his head. “My sources haven’t come up with jack except the actual warrant. The file is classified and the agents listed on the warrant may or may not really exist. The warrant is real, though. I verified it with the judge that signed it.”

“Give Gabe the names. Maybe he can find something.”

“Already on it, boss,” Gabe piped up from somewhere in the back. “Haven’t found anything yet, but I’ve got a whole alphabet soup to, um, search.”

Which was just a euphemism for hack. A few weeks ago, Carter wouldn’t have approved, but the whole game was changed now.

“Let me know,” Brax said.

Before he could go on, an older group came to the door.

“You need a bigger office, son,” said a man who could be Brax in fifty years. Since Carter had heard about him from his sister, he assumed the man was Brax’s grandfather.

“Yeah. For our newcomers, this is my grandfather, Elias Lee,” Brax said, standing. “Why don’t we take this to the dining room?”

That was where things got really interesting. Among the group, Carter spotted at least one senator, a mayor, and a retired general who gave him a stern once-over. Elias, sitting at the head of the table, was obviously in charge. Even Brax deferred to him.

“You asked for this meeting,” Brax said respectfully. “Does that mean you’ve found the source of Stirling’s funding?”

Elias allowed a flinty smile and nodded at the general. Carter struggled to place his name or where he’d encountered the man before. Zach leaned in next to Carter and whispered, “That’s Mallory’s grandfather, Jenson White.”

The name triggered his memory. When Carter had been a young officer, the general had been in charge of covert missions. By the time Carter met him at a political ball in DC, he’d retired. But he’d obviously stayed in the game.

“It’s buried in a group that doesn’t even have a name, but I have some of the players.” He slid a piece of paper to Brax, then looked at Carter. “I believe you’ll recognize one or two, Major.”

And wouldn’t that suck? Brax handed him the list, which read like a who’s who of black ops. Carter sighed. One or two his ass. He’d met or worked with at least half the people named, most of whom were either Special Forces or Intel.

“These are verified?” he asked and was relieved when the general shook his head.

“Only a couple. The others have been transferred to ops so secret even my sources can only find hints of them.”

Carter looked at the list again. “These guys are antiterrorism experts, mostly. I seriously doubt they know what they’re involved in.”

The general nodded. “Some of them are yours. Have a way to reach them?”

“If they’re in the area, I can probably find them.”

Two of them were his—Lieutenant Vin Toler and Sergeant Jack Martin. They’d had a drop system if anyone got in trouble. Carter would bet the lieutenant and sergeant had set one up here if Stine had told them Carter was involved. It seemed likely that Stine knew who Carter was. Stine definitely knew Kaden was his son.

A young female stepped up to his side and held her hand out. “Can I see the list?” she asked softly.

He had to remind himself the woman, Livie, wasn’t much younger than him when he looked down to meet her eyes. Olivia Allen was an experienced Army intelligence officer who’d resigned her commission about the same time he had. They’d known each other, worked together a few times. He’d been stunned to find she was the only female working in the Elect’s security. Apparently at the end of her Army career several months ago, she’d come to Tampa for a police job. Aaron had met her and known immediately she was Elect. He’d recruited her to Brax’s security. She worked but kept to herself, had a separate barracks room and didn’t socialize—rarely left the compound if she wasn’t on duty. But she’d worked in intelligence for several years, which meant briefing the guys in the field and sometimes more in-depth, detailed work. Carter assumed she would know some people on the list—definitely the ones she and Carter had worked with together. He handed the paper to her.

She took a breath that sounded both shocked and expectant, which he found surprising for a woman who rarely showed anything.

“Martin—Jack Martin—called several weeks ago,” Livie said. “I didn’t know the number, so it went to voicemail. He heard I was in Tampa, wanted to know if we could get together. I never called him back.”

“Why didn’t you?” Carter asked gently.

“Come on, Major,” she joked, but he heard a bitter edge. “You know what ‘get together’ means.”

He did. He also knew how interested his former sergeant had been in her. What had happened to sour that?

“Did you save the number?” Brax asked, not unkindly.

Her nod was reluctant. “I have it.” And she didn’t sound happy about it.

“All right,” Brax said, glancing at this watch. “I don’t think everyone needs to be in on this. Meeting over. I’ll be in touch.”

Carter was glad Brax had dismissed everyone and suspected it was in deference to the bitterness and hurt Carter heard in Livie’s voice. Something unpleasant had happened there, and tough as she was, Brax wasn’t about to make her relive it in front of the whole clan.

“I need Mason, Carter, Livie and Jamie in my office. Gabe, you come too.”

Once they were alone, Carter turned to Livie. “What happened?”

“Nothing.” She shrugged. “You know him. You know how he is. Do I strike you as his type?”

Not exactly, which meant his showing up in Tampa and trying to contact her made zero sense.

“As far as she knows, though, it’s the truth,” Jamie said.

“Don’t do that, okay?” Livie asked, rubbing her temple. “I haven’t learned to block everything, and it hurts like a bitch.”

“I thought your talent was telekinesis,” Carter said.

“Yeah, with some telepathy thrown in. I guess they’re connected.”

“It’s all connected in the end,” Brax said. He looked at Carter. “How do you want to do this? You try your system or go through her?”

“I haven’t seen any kind of indication he knows I’m still here, Carter. The last message was weeks ago.” She blanched like she’d given away something she hadn’t wanted to.

“How many messages?” he demanded.

He could see she wanted to smudge the truth a bit. “A couple a week until three weeks ago,” she replied.

The same time that Carter, Kaden and Esme joined the Elect. No fucking way was that a coincidence.

“You never answered any?”

She shook her head, and he believed her. He didn’t need to consult Jamie.

“Carter, you contact him,” Brax said.

“No!” Livie stepped forward. She took a deep breath. “No. In his last message he sounded like maybe he thought I was in trouble. He’s checked with the PD. He knows I’m not there, but he seems to think I’m still in the area. Or did. Someone is feeding him information, and there’s no telling who or what that is.”

Brax gave her his forbidding alpha glare. “You should have come to us before.”

“Why?” she asked coldly. “He’s my problem, and trust me when I say he doesn’t want to be my problem.”

She took a deep breath and turned to Carter. “Despite his personal failings, you know he’s a stand-up guy. He’s a good soldier. If he’s involved in something illegal and underhanded, he doesn’t know it.”

Carter tended to agree with her assessment, though he ached at the pain in her eyes. Suddenly, he realized what was going on with her. Martin had turned away from something incredible. A bond that was beyond beauty.

“We could set up a meeting. Blow it off. Take him somewhere else, where we control the sitch,” Gabe suggested.

Carter could see Brax was unhappy with the idea but was considering it.

“I think that’s a bad idea,” Carter said. “As far as we know he doesn’t have a clue that Livie is one of us. We shouldn’t expose her unnecessarily.”

She looked ready to protest when Jamie backed him up. “I agree. It’s a bad idea. Carter should try to make contact.” Her support surprised him until she went on, “If he does, I’ll go with him to the meeting.”

“Fuck no,” he said.

“It’s me they want,” she countered reasonably.

“I don’t care.”

He’d just got her back. He wasn’t about to risk losing her again. She fell silent, but the look she gave him made it clear she hadn’t given up. He had a bad feeling he wasn’t going to win this fight.


Chapter Four

It took a day of arguing and cajoling, but Jamie won. When Carter left the compound in the evening, she was in the passenger seat. Martin and Toler had insisted on a private meeting with Carter. He hadn’t bothered to tell them she was tagging along. With luck, they wouldn’t realize it.

The meeting had been set up at a popular bar. Jamie hopped out a couple blocks early and walked casually through the evening crowd. She had a new haircut and darker hair color, contacts that turned her green eyes brown, casual attire that hid two Glocks on her person and a discreet earpiece. Her new image worked. She received several looks of male interest, but no undue attention. She couldn’t give her talent or her profession credit for that knowledge. It was nothing more than the instinct a woman honed after years of looking over her shoulder, walking cautiously through dim parking lots, and fending off unwanted advances.

She entered the building first and took a seat at that bar, sipping at a beer when Carter walked in. She felt the mental connection between them throbbing like a beacon, felt his pulse of awareness through it as if he were holding her. She watched in the mirror over the bar as he went straight to the two men, their targets, sitting in a darkened back corner. They leaned back indifferently, nursing beers like a couple of businessmen taking a break after a long day.

To the casual observer, at least.

Jamie saw something very different. They were both big, powerful men. Their eyes took in everything. She was pretty sure they’d recognized her when she came in—they’d watched her just a fraction too long before moving on dismissively. She’d decided it was best to let the situation play out. Wait and see. She heard everything as Carter reached their table.

“Major. Been a long time,” Martin said. Jamie recognized him from the photo Livie had provided before they left the compound.

“It’s just Carter now. I retired, remember?”

“So what are you doing in Tampa?” the other guy, Toler, asked.

“My son is here.”

“And his mother is wanted,” Martin said softly, leaning close. “I bet she can hear every word we’re saying.”

That was her cue. She heard Carter’s sigh through her earpiece as she stood and carried her drink with her. She was forced to sit on his right with her back to the room. It made her twitchy.

Martin glared at her, still leaning forward, and snarled. “Where is Livie? God help you, she better be alive.”

She caught Carter’s arm before he could lunge over the table.

“I haven’t done anything with her, but you apparently think I did,” Jamie replied.

“There’s no point in lying,” he sneered. “And so nice of Carter to deliver you to us.”

So they had laid a trap just in case. She’d expected that and prepared for it.

“You should hold that thought,” she said, almost kindly.

One click on her a phone and a prearranged text went to Livie’s phone. Seconds later, she was taking the seat next to Jamie. Livie pinned the surprised men with an angry stare and went straight to the point.

“What the hell are y’all up to? What did they tell you?” Livie demanded.

Martin looked shell-shocked and exchanged a glance with his partner before letting his gaze sweep over Livie. “That Ms. Wade here is part a homegrown terrorist group, you found about it, and she abducted you.”

Carter snorted. “You bought that?”

“He had photos. Taped phone calls,” Martin said.

“Which can be faked. Do you have any idea who you’re working for? Or why?” Carter asked.

Again the partners exchanged that look. “It’s a private firm. A research group.”

“Government funded,” Carter said. Neither replied since it wasn’t a question. He shook his head. “We need to get out of here.”

“We have to secure them,” Jamie said softly.

“They’re going home with us.” He glared at them. “You endanger my mate, my son or my people even once and I’ll take you out myself.”

“We’re not going anywhere without some answers,” the quiet one, Toler, finally said.

Carter’s smile was flinty. “Too bad, because you aren’t getting them here.”

“Hey,” Livie said, shaking Martin’s arm. “You know you can trust me and Carter. You’ve been lied to. If you weren’t suspicious of your employers, you would have had people in place to take everyone as soon as we arrived.”

He stared at her a long time, but eventually nodded and rose. Jamie and Carter followed. She knew they weren’t going to like this next part and half expected a fight. In the parking lot, they were surrounded. To her surprise, the partners didn’t protest as they were hustled to waiting SUVs, slapped in cuffs, and hooded. She shared her concerns with Carter as they began the return to the compound. He called Mason and put the phone on speaker.

“They’re cooperating too much,” Carter said.

“Yeah, I thought the same,” Mason said. He was in the lead car with Gabe. The middle SUV held the prisoners, while Jamie and Carter brought up the rear in the third vehicle. “We’ll find someplace secluded to stop and check them over. If there are any trackers on them, we’ll find them.”

“Roger that,” Carter said, then clicked the end button. He stared straight ahead as he went on privately to her. “We’ll pull them out and Mason and I will do the search. I want you and the rest of the team to keep your weapons on them at all times.”

“Okay.” The order didn’t surprise her given the kind of training and experience they had.

They stopped about twenty minutes later, well away from the compound. The first trackers were easy to find—in their phones. Mason disabled them. Carter was positive they weren’t the only ones, though, and he was right. The next was in a belt buckle, another in a ring. The last had been implanted under their skins. Mason cursed bitterly and ordered one of his soldiers to bring him a blade. Both men stiffened as the trackers were cut out, but didn’t protest. Mason slapped field bandages on the wounds and ushered everyone back on the road.

Jamie arched her eyebrows when they were met by two armored SUVs inside the gates of the compound. Brax was waiting with another team kitted out in full combat gear when they arrived at the house. Zach stood at his side with a medical pack and a small device Jamie couldn’t identify.

“What is that?” she asked Carter softly.

“It’s like a mini X-ray machine.”

Zach swept it over both men, slow and careful, before nodding at Brax. The prisoners were then ushered inside, where a table was set up in the foyer. Zach sewed up the wound sites, and then Brax’s men led the prisoners to what—at first glance—was a blank wall. When he pushed on it, though, it slid back, revealing an elevator Jamie hadn’t been aware of. It closed behind them, and she turned to Brax.

“They can’t walk upstairs?”

He shook his head. “They’re going down.”

“You have a basement? In Florida?”

He grinned. “It’s more of a concrete bunker. With jail cells.”

Livie snarled behind her. “Great. That’ll get their trust.”

Brax pinned her with his I’m in charge look. “It’s late. We’re all going to get a good night’s sleep and deal with that,” he said, pointing to the wall, “in the morning. Everyone turn in for the night.”

Jamie was all for that. She felt a lot better thanks to her Elect genetics, but she was far from 100 percent. After the long day and confrontation with Martin and Toler, her aches were making themselves known—not to mention the fatigue. 

The suite was quiet when she and Carter walked in. She registered two things at once. Kaden was asleep in his room, and she wasn’t the only one who’d been shopping online. Carter gave her a secret little smile when he started sorting through the packages. He tossed one to her.

“Go take a bath, sweetheart. I can feel how much you want to.” He paused, and the look he swept over her could only be called scorching. “I’m going to get us dinner.”

She nodded. Neither of them had eaten before meeting Martin and Toler. He left, and she took the padded envelope into the bathroom with her. It wasn’t heavy, but maybe it held the scented bath salts she liked so much. In the bathroom, she turned on the faucets, then opened the package. The contents were the last thing she’d expected. A white satin, almost innocent-looking camisole and thong. It was the kind of outfit she’d have bought for her wedding night.

Damn. What did he have planned? She set the lingerie on the counter, stripped and sank into the tub. She might have drifted on the edge of sleep, but when she heard him return, she pulled the stopper. She dried off quickly and dressed in the skimpy outfit. The satin was cool and smooth against her skin. She smiled. She’d told him once that lace was too itchy. He must have remembered that long-ago conversation. Taking a deep, fortifying breath, she opened the door and stepped into the bedroom.

He whistled. “Hello, sweetheart.” He approached and lifted one hand to stroke her cheek. “God, you’re beautiful,” he said softly.

She was more accustomed to being described as cute, and she was okay with that, but that was not how she felt when he looked at her. When he touched her. She did feel beautiful then, and so much more. Desired. Protected. Loved? She wasn’t sure what the intense emotion was, but she doubted that was it. Which was a shame, really, because she had no doubts about loving him. She had for years. She’d denied it. Convinced herself that it wasn’t real, that if he’d felt the same he would have come back. Her feelings had only grown since he’d rescued her.

“Why so sad, Jamie?” He kept his voice soft, but there was an undercurrent of frustration there.

She shook her head, determined to enjoy this time and worry about the rest later. “Nothing. Did you bring dinner?” she asked to change the subject.

His eyes flashed a warning, but he dropped his earlier question. She knew he’d ask again and had no idea how she’d reply. For now, he took her hand and led her to a small table set up near the balcony doors. Someone had made lasagna, and two plates waited along with a bottle of red wine and glasses. She sighed when she took the first bite—it was so damned good.

“Who made this?”

“I did.”

He laughed at the shock she knew showed on her face. “I thought women were supposed to like men who cook,” he teased.

“Well, yeah. I just didn’t expect…” Embarrassed, she let the thought trail off, but he plucked it out of her head.

“You didn’t expect a grunt to do something so unmanly?” he asked wryly.

“Busted.”

He laughed again, and she was relieved to see he wasn’t insulted. “It takes a lot of calories to feed a guy my size. Call it a survival mechanism. Or saving my bank account from all that eating out.”

She studied him, intrigued by this new facet of his personality. “Any other secret talents I should know about?”

His smile changed from open and teasing to wicked and sexy. She sucked in a breath as he stood and held his hand out. “Let me show you,” he crooned.

How could she resist? Trembling, already aching with a need only he could instill in her, she took his hand and let him lead her to the side of the bed. He fingered the hem of her camisole.

“Lovely,” he said regretfully. “But it has to go.”

He stripped her, quick and efficient, before nudging her back. That was when she noticed the fur-lined cuffs dangling in the middle of the headboard. She shot him a nervous look.

“Trust me?” he asked seriously, and she didn’t need to think about it.

He’d loved and protected their son. Rescued and taken care of her. She did trust him. With her life and with her body, if not her heart. Nodding, she moved into position. He helped her lie back on a nest of pillows and snapped the cuffs closed. He was replacing the bad memory of her captivity with one of pure pleasure. Then he sat on the edge of the bed and watched her. His gaze was dark and hungry as he looked her over from her face down her body and back up again. She pressed her thighs together. What she saw in his eyes scared her a little even as it excited her. Pure dominance. A primitive, primal intention to claim.

“It’s time you see what’s really going on here. What the bond is. What it means to be mated to an Elect male.”

His bold statement stirred her anger. “Made that decision for me, have you?”

His responding smile was just this side of mean. “You keep holding back, sweetheart. And I will have.” He bit her bottom lip. “All.” Turning his head, he nipped her neck. “Of.” Another bite, hard enough to mark this time. “You.”

She licked dry lips. “I’m not a submissive woman.”

“Here you are. Here you will be. In our bed.” His features were sharp but his grin was sinful. Lascivious. “At my mercy.”

Oh God. Her body shouldn’t respond so fiercely and desperately at his words. She wanted to clench her thighs together, but he moved between them, the rough denim abrading her core and adding to the need rising in her body. He leaned down and circled her nipple with his tongue. She trembled and bowed her back, trying to give him more, silently pleading for everything.

“Mmm,” he murmured. “Like that, do you?”

“Don’t stop,” she whispered. “Don’t ever stop,” she begged mentally, not realizing she shared the thought.

“Don’t worry, sweetheart. I won’t. Never.”

When he started moving down, she would have protested had she not sensed his intention. He spread the lips of her sex and tasted her with one long lick that sent electricity zinging through her. Then he got serious. He teased her, his tongue flicking lightly over her clit while he circled her entrance with a tender touch. One finger stroked into her, then two. He put just the right amount of pressure on her G-spot with each thrust and sucked her clit between his lips. Driving her higher and higher, making her desperate and finally making her beg.

“Carter, please,” she wailed. “Make me come!”

“Aw, baby,” he said. “Your pleas, your cries are so sweet.” She swore he growled. “But not yet.”

His fingers slid free of her pussy and rimmed her rear entrance. She knew they were slick with her juices—with her lust—but she couldn’t keep from freezing when he worked one into her ass, then two. She wasn’t a stranger to anal sex, but it had been a long time. Even though she remembered he’d make it incredible for her, she tensed.

He felt her hesitation, of course.

“Shh, sweetheart,” he whispered, his free hand stroking her from her inner thigh to her knee, spreading her when she’d tried to close her legs. His tongue thrust into her pussy, fucked her until she gasped at the pleasure and felt his answering response, his fingers thrusting into her anus. He passed the resistance easily. He’d banished her doubts with bliss—and damn him, he knew it.

Not that she cared. She rolled her hips, meeting each stroke. His mouth moved back to her clit. This time he tugged it with his teeth just hard enough to send a jolt of pleasure mixed with pain racing through her. Desire built and built, and when it threatened to overwhelm, he didn’t hold her back.

The orgasm burst over her with a force she’d never experienced—never dreamed of. Every inch of her body was so sensitive it almost hurt. Her vision became a kaleidoscope of shifting, brilliant colors. And though Carter hadn’t come inside her, she felt him right there with her. She was still shaking, still trying to make her surviving brain cells cooperate, when she felt the head of his cock slide into her ass.

His entrance was unhindered and slick, his jaw clenched tight. He nodded to the bedside table when she met his gaze, and she turned long enough to see the bottle of lube, open and obviously used. She’d been so far gone to her orgasm she hadn’t even noticed him get it and use it. That worried her a little. What did it mean that he could make her so delirious with ecstasy? How would she survive it when he tired of her and left?



Carter watched her carefully as he worked his cock into her ass. This was the ultimate act of possession, of dominance. Claiming. And she was thinking too damned much. He felt a hurt she tried to bury, but it was impossible to hide emotions from him. He gritted his teeth. Not against the urge to thrust into her and distract her with pleasure, but rather a darker need. The instinct to surge into her mind. To demand her answers, her trust. To demand her heart and soul.

Demanding, he knew, was the wrong approach. He had to show her. There were some things that could only be demonstrated. He would have all of her, and he would give her all of him in return. He continued his gradual advance/retreat in her rear channel, working his way deeper as his fingers brushed lightly over her clit. Strumming, teasing her back up to the precipice of rapture once again.

He almost exhaled a gust of relief when her eyes began to glaze and her breathing became uneven. She couldn’t move her arms, but she lifted her legs to circle his hips. It was her first step in lowering those walls she kept so high. Trusting him to care for her, entrusting her body—her pleasure—to him. Her gaze remained glued on his cock, watching each stroke as he worked deeper. He groaned when he was finally seated to his balls. So damned tight and hot.

He squeezed her clit as he pulled his cock out again. Slow, withdrawing so fire licked through his veins, spread through his dick. She wasn’t having any part of slow, however. Her heels dug into his back and she arched against him.

“Harder,” she demanded, a rough whisper.

Ah, hell. How could he deny her what he wanted her just as much? He refused to fuck her blindly, though. Control was imperative. He kept his thrusts steady and even and shallow through pure force of will, and still it wasn’t enough for either of them. He could see the lust and frustration building in her eyes, in the pretty pink flush that covered her face.

“Carter. Faster,” she pleaded.

Now, that dark, primitive side of his soul said. Take her now. All of her.

He didn’t even try to fight it. Reaching up, he hit the hidden switch on the cuffs to release her wrists. Then he sat back on his heels, pulling her with him and gripping her hips, and thrust fast but not quite hard. The pleasure might kill him.

“Touch yourself,” he ordered and watched as her hand slid between her breasts, down her belly, and revealed her clit. She set two fingers on it and rubbed. “Hell yeah. Just like that, baby.”

He couldn’t decide which was more fascinating to watch—his cock sliding in and out of her ass or her bringing herself so close to orgasm. He wasn’t ready for her to do that yet, however.

“Don’t you dare come without me,” he snapped.

She hesitated, but her ministrations slowed as she obeyed him. He smiled.

“You’re mine, Jamie.”

She shook her head once and he fucked her harder.

“You are.”

She replied with a sound that was half protest and half acknowledgement. He had her now.

“You are, baby,” he crooned, slowing his thrusts. “Say it. Admit it. And I’ll give you what you want.”

“Yours,” she said. “But that makes you mine.”

Smiling, he stretched out over her, keeping one hand on her hip to hold her still and gripping the back of her head with the other. “I’m not the one who’s been fighting it, sweetheart.”

He kissed her. His tongue fucked her mouth with the same greed as his cock fucked her ass, and he felt that fire between them threatening to explode. Her fingers dug into his shoulders, and a keening cry left her lips as she came. That sound was like a salve to his soul. It healed the past hurts and betrayal. Solidified the bond between them. The love.

That awareness undid his last shred of control. His balls drew up so tight it was almost pain. And then his orgasm consumed him. It blew him apart, then put him back together as someone else—someone new.

Mated, that inner voice whispered again.

It was a long time before he could carefully withdraw from her, and even though she’d drifted to sleep, she whimpered a protest and tried to hold him to her. He got a small bowl of soapy water and a cloth and cleaned them both. Then he returned to her, pulling her into his arms where she belonged—where she would never dare hide from him again.


Chapter Five

The next morning, Jamie stood beside Carter in the dining room and, along with what had to be half Mason’s security force, watched as Toler and Martin were led in. Well, actually, all the men watched the two males. Jamie was watching Livie. The woman, who had been friendly until now, had been reserved and jumpy at breakfast. It made Jamie curious about what the nature of her relationship with Martin was exactly.

Since the others were focused on the prisoners, Jamie was probably the only one who noticed the quickly hidden flash of pain on Livie’s face and her careful visual examination of the prisoner. Then Jamie turned to examine Martin too. His body was rigid with tension—not surprising under the circumstances—but instead of being a good little soldier, he ignored the room and everything in it to look over Livie just as thoroughly as she had him.

Jamie leaned close to Carter. “There’s something more than a casual roll in the hay between those two,” she whispered.

Carter snorted and answered her mentally. “Not on his side of it, I promise you.”

“Oh, I think you’re wrong about that, babe. Watch him. He looks like a man blindsided with feelings he has no idea how to deal with and probably would rather not. He’s still coming to terms with it.”

She was getting the hang of this telepathy thing. She couldn’t initiate contact, but while he held the link open between them, she could answer.

“I don’t think you need to be worrying about another man’s emotions,” he half-teased, half-complained. He paused. “And you aren’t. So why bring it up? What are you suggesting?”

“We use it against him.” Was it mercenary? Sure. Necessary? Absolutely. She had no intention of being taken and used as a lab rat again, and she’d be damned if she saw it happen to anyone else. To stop it, she needed answers.

Carter was silent a long moment, and when he finally replied, she was stunned. “You question him. We’ll follow your lead.”

“I think we can clear some people out of here first. Toler too.”

First rule of questioning—separate the suspects. It was done with no complaints, leaving her, Livie, Carter, Brax, Mason and Martin, the latter of whom was sitting alone at one end of the table. Jamie approached and sat opposite him. She stared at him until he fidgeted. She focused her gift.

“Who do you work for?” she finally asked.

“The US government. Black ops. We don’t know names.” It wasn’t a lie, but there was a hint of evasion too. She’d asked the wrong question.

“Okay. Who do you suspect you work for?”

Instead of answering, he looked at Livie, who’d hung back against the wall. Jamie motioned her to the seat at the head of the table, placing her between Jamie and Martin. A bit of tension relaxed from his face, and Jamie almost smiled.

Ah yes, we definitely have you.

He sat his hands on the table and the metal of his cuffs clanged. “Any chance of getting these removed? And maybe a glass of water?”

She felt the men behind her tense, but she wasn’t an idiot. Jamie laughed and shook her head. “Sure. I’ll free you and give you a weapon. No problem.”

“Had to try, didn’t I?” he replied. His tone was a mix of joking and regretful.

“I wouldn’t expect anything less from someone Carter trained.”

Martin’s gaze flicked to the man hovering at her back, and he gave a slight nod of acknowledgement—but something cunning moved across his face. He cleared it so fast she wondered if anyone else had noticed.

“I’m surprised to see him so attached to a woman.”

“No,” she said firmly and shook her head before Carter could ruin this interrogation. “You want to indulge your curiosity about your old commander and his personal life, you’ll do it on someone else’s time. Not mine.”

She paused to let that sink in, to let him realize that she was in charge and she wouldn’t be fooled into losing control of the conversation. His gaze reflected respect when he turned back to her. She almost smiled. There was nothing as exhilarating as a warrior who not only respected strength in a woman but knew how to defer to it.

“Livie tells me that the last she heard, you were getting out of your business.” She held up a hand when he opened his mouth to protest. “I know you think I’m one of the bad guys. I know you think she was being held against her will.” She snorted. “The irony of that is…I don’t even have the words.”

He gave her a searching look. “I don’t understand.”

She crossed hands together on top of the table and leaned forward. “I was the one being held prisoner. They hired you with their false little tale so they could get me back and take Livie too.”

She sat back and waited for the explosion. She wasn’t disappointed.

“No! You’re lying.” He turned to Livie. “Baby, uncuff me. I can get us out of here. I can take you somewhere safe.”

“You’ve been deceived,” the security expert finally spoke, but it was clear Martin didn’t believe her. His expression was nothing less than mutinous, furious, and his body was tense as if waiting for an opportunity to escape.

“And so easily fooled,” Brax drawled and approached.

“What’s it to you?” Martin countered belligerently.

Brax stepped forward—powerful, overwhelming, the epitome of an Elect male. Jamie was impressed Martin didn’t shrink back, though he did have enough sense his eyes flashed with indecision and wariness.

“Livie is under my protection. That extends to more than just her safety,” Brax said.

“Livie, but not your interrogator here? Who’s wanted by the Feds, I might add.”

Brax smiled, and it was an ugly, menacing thing. “Jamie has someone to watch over her. Someone I know is worthy of the privilege. Who the hell are you?”

Martin rose slowly to his feet, meeting Brax’s challenge with a determination that made Jamie smile in triumph.

“You won’t keep Livie from me,” he declared softly. “And I’m perfectly capable of protecting her.”

“Hell no.” Livie entered the debate, also rising to her feet while Jamie sat back to enjoy the show.

“I don’t know why you suddenly have this interest in my life, but I can protect myself,” Livie said. She gestured to the other men in the room. “I allow them their delusions because I know where their hearts and their loyalties lie.”

Damn, it was hard for Jamie to hold back her laugh. She really liked this woman.

“You.” Livie huffed. “Well, you are what you are, right? You need to tell us what you know, and I might be able to convince them to let you walk away.”

 “Walk away?” he asked, low and dangerous. “No way, baby. I let you run away once, and the first thing that happened was you got yourself into…something that isn’t normal here. It won’t happen again. You’re mine.”

“Is that right? For how long? A night? A week? No thanks.”

He shook his head. “It’s not like that and you know it. You feel it too.”

“And now we’re getting somewhere,” Brax interjected and turned to Livie. “He’s it, isn’t he? And don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

Livie looked around the room sullenly, seemingly anywhere but at Brax. Jamie finally stood and took her hand in silent support. “Let us have a minute,” she said to Brax, but he shook his head.

“I’m sorry, Jamie. This is too important.”

“Yeah, it is. You don’t know him like I do. Ask Carter,” Livie said and glared at Martin. “He’s a horndog. I won’t be tied to that.”

“Would someone please tell me what the fuck is going on?” Martin demanded.

“Maybe. After you tell us everything we need to know.” Brax stepped back to casually lean against the wall.

“Livie?” Martin’s question was almost a snarl.

Jamie could see the woman wanted to escape—her body was taut and her gaze held a wild look, but instead she rolled her eyes. “Sit down and answer the damned questions, Martin. I can’t you help now.”

He did so, reluctance in every line of his body—but that didn’t mean anything to Jamie.

“Let’s try again. Who do you think you work for?”

Sighing, he looked at Livie again while reaching for her. Jamie was surprised the other woman placed her hand in one of his, but maybe she shouldn’t have been. It was obvious they were mates, and Jamie knew firsthand how hard it was to fight that bond.

“We were told it was a secret, off-the-books organization investigating domestic terrorists,” he said wryly. “I’ll admit you don’t look much like a terrorist.”

“Thanks, I think.”

“Sure.” He shrugged. “I don’t understand why they said you had Livie if all they wanted was me to find her, though. They didn’t have to say they had a suspect to make it plausible.”

“No, but it is more plausible if they have someone to pin it on.”

“True,” he conceded. “It isn’t one thing in particular that made us start to think something wasn’t quite right. We report to a doctor, which is weird—but hell, covert agents show up in the oddest places.”

“Dr. Stine?” she asked. They already knew he was neck-deep. She’d seen it, and he’d tried to lure Mallory into a trap.

“Yeah.” He nodded and his gaze turned shrewd. “Then there’s the facility itself. The security is paranoid, which makes sense if it’s being used in a covert operation, but Toler and I didn’t have access to certain secured areas. And we’re supposed to be part of the black ops team.” He paused. “We spent more time actually protecting Stine than looking for anyone.”

“Because that’s mostly why you were there.”

“It seemed that way, yes.” He glanced around the room, but no one responded to his statement, so he turned back to Jamie. “And last week there was a security breach. It was very professional. No one killed, but there was a small fire in the lobby. The whispers were some patients escaped, but other than checking everyone leaving at the gate, no alarm went out and no reports were filed. It was you, wasn’t it?” he asked, and there was a growing acceptance in his voice, but she sensed he wasn’t fully with them yet.

He looked at Carter, which rankled. Carter wasn’t the one in charge right now, and she resented Martin turning to a guy. But she let it go. “Sir, kindly tell me what the fuck I’ve been dragged into. And how do I get Livie out?” Martin asked.

Carter sat next to Jamie, draped his arm across the back of her chair and tunneled his fingers into the hair at her nape to gently massage it. “You can’t get Livie out,” he said. “But you may be allowed to stay with her.”

“I can’t believe you’d be involved with terrorists, sir,” Martin said with a hint of bitterness tingeing the disbelief. Carter only smiled.

“We aren’t. We aren’t doing anything illegal. We’re just trying to live in peace and be left alone.”

 “You can’t. The operation may private. It may be something other than what I was told it is. But it’s very well funded, and some of that funding is military. Most of the government may not know about it, but they have sanctioned it.”

“Some secret element of it, yes,” Jamie said. “And we need to find those people. We need the civilians who are pouring money into it, also.”

“I don’t have those names and I haven’t seen their faces.”

“He’s telling the truth,” she said. Martin scowled. He must have heard the frustration she couldn’t hide.

“I wouldn’t expect a cop to accept that so easily.”

“It’s a knack I have,” she admitted. “I know when I’m being lied to.”

She could tell by his expression that he didn’t believe her, but he gave Carter a commiserating look. “Sucks for you, sir.”

Then he winced and looked at Livie, who’d yanked her hand back and slapped the back of his head. 

“What?” Martin asked.

“I think you proved my earlier point. You don’t belong here and certainly not with me,” Livie responded.

“Baby, you have to admit,” he said reasonably, placating, “sometimes a little white lie is the better course of action.”

“Give me an example,” she said much too sweetly.

Laughing, Jamie stood. “I think that’s my cue to leave.”

Brax shook his head. “Just a minute.” He turned to Martin. “Can I trust you to stay in the house and not betray us if I let you free?”

Martin considered it a long moment before he nodded. “As long as you don’t keep Livie from me.”

“I won’t force her into contact with you if she doesn’t want it.”

Beside her, Jamie heard Livie sigh in relief until Brax turned his bossy stare on her. “I also won’t let you avoid your mate without giving him a chance. There’s a vacant suite on the third floor. Several, in fact. Take your pick. For the time being, I want you in the house. You two will share a suite.”

He motioned to Carter, who produced the key for the handcuffs and released them when Martin stood still. Jamie expected him to grab Livie and demand to be taken to that suite, but he surprised her. He turned narrowed eyes first on Brax and then Carter.

“Mate? Unusual word choice.”

“Take him to Zach,” Brax ordered Carter. “He’s your man. You’re probably the only one he’ll believe.”

Jamie knew Zach had taken blood samples from both prisoners last night and wondered if either of them were Elect.

“Nope,” Carter said, surprising her. “Both human. But Esme was very excited. She said they had markers only seen in Elect so far and rambled about a bridge between species.”

Jamie smiled at the love and affection she heard for his sister in his tone. She really liked the woman, but when Esme started talking genetics, it was so far over Jamie’s head she felt like an idiot. Carter squeezed her hand.

“You’re perfect, sweetheart. Never doubt it.” He turned to Martin. “Have you eaten yet?”

“Yes. But I was serious about needing some water.”

“I’ll find a bottle,” Livie volunteered.

Carter gave her a hard look. “And then you’ll join us in the lab.”

She sighed. “Yes. Fine.”

“Go on,” Jamie told Carter. “We’ll be right behind you.” Or close enough.

She followed Livie to the kitchen. The other woman muttered under her breath with every step. She seemed to come to a decision and looked over her shoulder at Jamie as she yanked a couple bottles out of the commercial-size fridge.

“When the Elect found me, I accepted what I am and I embraced it. Hell, I even realized he’s my mate. But how the hell can Brax expect me to accept a man who not only can’t make a commitment but can’t keep his dick in his pants? How is that good for me or the Elect?”

Jamie wasn’t sure how to answer that. In the end, only Martin would be able to reassure her. “He’s your mate,” she said. “It’s obvious he’s feeling the effects of that. I don’t think you have to worry about it.”

Livie scoffed. “Right. Men don’t change that much. He didn’t utter one word of protest when I left.”

Jamie got the feeling Martin interpreted that event very differently. “He came after you when he thought you were in trouble,” Jamie pointed out instead.

“Yeah,” Livie answered, but she didn’t sound convinced. “Let’s go face the firing squad.”

They found the other men already deep in conversation with Zach and Esme. The look of utter disbelief on Martin’s face was predictable and comical.

“This is insane,” he burst out as she and Livie entered. “Livie, come here. You’ve taken up with madmen.”

Jamie hadn’t seen the other woman use her power before, but the demonstration was enough Jamie was convinced she’d pulled a major muscle in her stomach from laughing. First, the two water bottles zoomed toward Martin. His shock was apparent, but to his credit he caught the bottles. Then they exploded in his hands.

“Shit. Why couldn’t I have got something cool like that?” Jamie asked.

Martin’s eyes were wild as he looked around, but it only took him a couple minutes to regain control. “I can’t do anything like that,” he said.

“No, I wouldn’t think so,” Esme said. “You have some of our markers, but not all. You’re human with some Elect characteristics. I’m betting your IQ is well above average and you’re stronger and faster than most men.”

Jamie looked him over. She was so used to Carter’s overwhelming size she had barely registered Martin’s. He wasn’t quite as tall as most of the Elect males she’d met, but at around six feet two, he sure as hell wasn’t short. And he was powerfully built with broad shoulders and thick muscles.

He snorted. “So what? You’re saying I’m some kind of half-breed?”

Esme opened her mouth—Jamie was sure to deny that—but then snapped it shut and turned to Zach, who nodded.

“Mallory has some markers but not enough. We’ll have to study this more.”

“Wait a minute. What does this mean? If we have kids, what will they be?” Martin asked.

Everyone turned to look at Livie, who shrank under the scrutiny for half a second before stiffening her spine. “Your mate is Elect,” she told him. “But the important part is your mate is female. Elect females always have Elect children.”

His relief was obvious. Jamie wondered why it was so important to him, but figured it had to do with acceptance, and it really wasn’t her business.

“Mate. Is that just…a word you use or something else?”

Carter and Zach stiffened. She and Esme smirked. And Livie looked cornered. She understood the other woman’s reluctance. It was hard to accept belonging so completely to someone. Carter moved up behind her and wrapped his arm across her upper chest.

“That’s something Livie should probably explain privately,” Carter said.

Martin watched Livie. “But will she tell me what I need to know?” he murmured.

No one had an answer for that. The four of them left. On the second floor, she and Carter split with the other couple, who continued upstairs. Carter and Jamie entered their suite and she turned to him, excited, wanting to talk about everything they’d learned, but the look on his face arrested her. Sharp. Dominant. She backed up and he stalked her slowly.


Chapter Six

“That was a big risk I took. Letting you close to him. Question him.”

Jamie had had no idea he’d been exerting so much control over his baser instincts. “I knew you had my back,” she said, trying to temper the wild need suddenly clamoring inside her.

Her statement froze him before a sensual smile curved his lips and he continued forward. “Always, sweetheart. And I let you do your thing. You’re damned good at it, by the way.”

 Was it approval she felt at what sounded like respect in his tone? Fuck no. She kept retreating and he kept following.

“You knew that already,” she countered.

“Seeing is believing.”

“We have an advantage now we should push. Martin and Toler were on personal security detail. They know Stine’s haunts. They know his habits.”

“Mmm,” he murmured, drawing closer as her back hit the wall. “We’ll discuss it with him later.”

She lifted her chin into the air and dodged as he reached for her. “I want to be there. We have to confront Stine. Isolate him. No one else can do what I can.”

His eyes darkened with anger, but she thought it was because she was avoiding his touch, not because she was trying to insert herself in the operation. He didn’t pursue her this time.

“Come here, sweetheart. Now.”

She shook her head, her pussy clenching at a demand that was somehow all sensual promise. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

He moved to the couch and sat down. His thighs spread wide, one arm stretched across the back and the other rested on the side. The hooded look he gave her made her tremble.

“Who do you belong to?” he asked quietly.

The tremble became a shake. Did she dare answer that? Did she dare not? “You,” she whispered. She knew it. She wasn’t sure she liked it, but there was no more denying it.

His hands moved to unsnap his jeans, and then he pulled down the zipper. He released his cock, and it sprang forward with an enthusiasm that made her mouth water. He closed one hand around the base and slowly stroked up, swiped his thumb around the slit at the top, then slid his hand back down.

“You put yourself in danger down there. Even without a weapon and handcuffed, he could have hurt you.”

She shook her head. “He wouldn’t do anything to risk Livie. I told you that.”

“A man will go to desperate measures to protect his woman. He could have snapped your neck before I got to him.”

She gulped. Part of her had known that, but her confidence in Carter had overridden that knowledge. “You wouldn’t have let him,” she said. “Next time I won’t get so close.”

“Next time? I don’t think so, baby. No more next times.”

Something in her shrank back. Curdled. “Don’t try to force me to be something I’m not, Carter. You’ll destroy us both that way.”

He sighed and closed his eyes. Several seconds later, they opened and zeroed in on her. “Fine. But don’t deny me the need to convince myself it’s all okay in the end. Stop trying to pretend this doesn’t exist.”

She took one lurching step forward, the pain in his voice unbearable, but his tone made her stop. Something else was going on here. “I haven’t denied the bond,” she said, bewildered.

“But you won’t embrace it,” he countered.

And she knew he was right. She had one final barrier. Only she could lower it.

“I don’t know…if I can.”

He nodded sagely. That was just irritating. “You’re afraid.”

“That little superiority complex is really annoying, Carter,” she said snidely as she paced the room.

He only smiled as he leisurely stroked his cock. She tried damned hard not to notice, but he was hard and magnificent and she keep sneaking glances.

“You want a taste?” he asked. Low. Seductive. A hot need curled in her belly that she couldn’t deny. She nodded. “It’s all yours, baby.”

Was it? And there was the crux of her resistance. The same as Livie’s, in fact. “For how long? How much are you going to make me love you before you grow bored or resentful?”

He glared at her. “I am not your father.”

It was hard not to flinch at that angry remark. She shrugged. “But you are a man.”

That gave him a moment’s pause. “We aren’t all the same, sweetheart. Some of us don’t run from the people we love.”

“Love?” she whispered, a rough tone to her voice she couldn’t control.

After everything, could he really love her? The way she loved him? So much her bones ached with it. So much she knew his leaving would destroy her forever. He stood, and it was hard to concentrate with his jeans hanging on his hips and his cock jutting forward. He approached slowly but stopped an arm’s length away. He didn’t reach for her.

“I have loved you since the first moment I laid eyes on you seven years ago. I let you go because I thought it would be best for you. I will never do that again. And I won’t let you run anymore, Jamie. I will never give you up,” he said, firm and serious—and weirdly enough, his declaration made her want to cry and rage at the same time.

“You did once,” she whispered. Why was she harping on this?

He shook his head. “A mistake I won’t repeat.”

And then she heard the emotion, finally, in his voice, and his mind shared the same conviction. It had been a mistake. Letting her break things off, not pursuing her. It had hurt him deeply, but he’d let her go because he knew what he’d have become if he’d stayed. Not resentful, but so dominant, so possessive, she might have grown to resent him. He’d been sure he could keep her but was afraid she would hate him for it. She sucked in a deep, relieved breath.

“Wow,” she said. “You are an idiot.”

He cocked one eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

“I wrote you an email to break things off, and you let me because you thought I couldn’t take you on? That’s pretty insulting, actually.”

“You know what I am,” he said darkly, but she was pissed now and she blew him off.

“Seven years is a long time to go without companionship, ya know. Without sex.” She glared at him. “You better have been as desperate as I was.”

He held his hands up in surrender. “I never touched another woman. I never wanted another woman.”

That helped. A little. And still he stood before her. Hands held out as if to yield, his cock pointing proudly forward. What the hell were they arguing about? He took another step toward her.

“I couldn’t ever touch another woman. I belonged to you from the moment I met you, Jamie. I didn’t understand it, and I’m sorry for that. But I’m not sorry you’re mine. I can’t apologize for that.”

Oh, the man was determined to make her melt, and it was working. She felt herself wilt and sank onto the edge of the plush chair.

“You sound like you really mean that,” she said weakly, wanting so much to believe.

Wanting so much to have what she saw between the other mated couples.

He stepped forward, his erection drawing her attention. It was so easy to lose herself to the desire between them and avoid the hard questions. His hand wrapped around the base and he tempted her, pointed his cock toward her mouth, but pulled back when she leaned forward.

“You can have everything you want, sweetheart,” he said. “But you have to believe. You have to accept it and take it.”

“Like I can have you that easily.” She snorted.

His palms lifted to frame her face, to guide her gaze to his. “It is that easy.”

Part of her knew that, but part still resisted. He hastily zipped himself back up when the door flew open and Kaden bounded in. Their son came to her first, hugging her around the waist, and as usual her heart swelled with love for her son. He was perfect. Beautiful. And then he was gone, greeting Carter with the same enthusiasm. She saw no reluctance in her mate’s face. No sign he was holding back or unhappy with how things had turned out. All she felt from him was acceptance and joy and…more? She cocked her head to one side and probed at his thoughts, and he knew she was looking inside his head.

He gave her a curious look and let her in. She gasped. That more she had sensed was specific. Children. He didn’t want them to stop with Kaden. He wanted a daughter. He wanted another son because he thought it would take at least himself and two sons to properly protect a girl. She slid back in her chair, not sure if she should be amused or outraged. Or charmed and sucked in. Oh God, she wanted that. Wanted it with a fierceness that shocked her. 

Kaden spent a few more minutes talking to his father and then skipped from the room. Carter gave her a rueful look.

“I forget sometimes. I want you so much all of the time that I forget…anyone could walk in,” he joked, then turned serious. “But I never forget him. I want you to know that.”

She made her decision and nodded. “I think you need to get naked. I think it’s my turn.”

Startled, he huffed. “Excuse me?”

She glided forward. “You want to claim me? Fine. I even like it,” she said, standing on her toes to bite his bottom lip. “But I get to do the same.”

His hands gripped her hips, but that didn’t deter her. “Is that right?” he asked.

She leaned back. “It doesn’t get to be all on your terms, Carter.”

“I don’t want it that way. Really.” He shook his head. “I want all of you. But I’m not holding back, myself. If you let yourself, you’ll feel that.”

“So what’s the problem?” she asked. Hadn’t she just said it was her turn?

“I want you to take it. I need you to demand it. The part of me that’s yours. It has to be claimed as I’ve claimed you.”

She understood and she was ready to do just that. She turned and walked toward their bedroom, pausing long enough to cast an inviting, sultry look over her shoulder. He froze, nostrils flaring as his eyes heated.

“Aren’t you coming?” she asked, but didn’t wait to see if he was.

Inside she kicked off her flip-flops and started stripping off her clothes. She was down to her bra and panties when he entered, shut the door behind him and turned the lock. He toed off his shoes and socks, then came to her, an eager, expectant look on his face. He pulled off his shirt while she worked on his jeans, but she didn’t get further than the snap and zipper. Once she had access, she wrapped her hand around his erection.

He was hot and throbbing in her hand. Moisture beaded the head of his cock, tempting her to taste. He was hers to take and she was feeling greedy. She released him long enough to push his jeans down. After he stepped out of them she stroked his shaft, once, twice, then rubbed her thumb over the slit and lifted the drop of precome to her mouth. She held his gaze as she slowly drew it in and licked at the salty taste.

She sank to her knees, gripped his thighs and leaned in to taste him. One long, teasing lick from his balls to the slit on the head. He groaned. She liked the sound of that so she did it again. Then she rolled her tongue over the head before gently scraping her teeth over it.

“Damn,” he muttered. “I’ve created a monster.”

“And I’m loving every minute of it,” she countered mentally and was shocked to find she could initiate contact with him. He didn’t have to hold the connection open anymore.

“Because you’ve accepted it.”

His fingers twisted in her hair, urging her to take him into her mouth. She licked the head again while stroking his shaft with a light touch. Teasing him.

“More, baby. Give me more.”

She shared a mental laugh. “So demanding.”

“Don’t you forget it. Now, stop teasing me, baby.”

She pulled the top of his cock into her mouth this time and rolled her tongue over it before indulging him. She sucked while stroking his shaft and got lost in his taste and scent, in her power over him. He seemed to grow larger, harder, and she felt him losing control just as he jerked her away. He was panting when he pulled her to her feet.

“I wasn’t done,” she pointed out.

“Oh yes, you were.”

His eyes were blistering hot, demand stamped over the sharp features of his face. He picked her up. She followed the instructions in his mind, wrapped her legs around his hips, and felt the hard length of him pressing against her. He plunged inside her pussy—fast and confident—then walked to the wall, pushing her back against it.

There was nothing gentle about the way he took her. She was finally seeing him out of control, and she wasn’t sure what she’d unleashed. Not that she was complaining. She knew he’d never hurt her, and she was feeling the same thing—some primal obsession that demanded to be fed.

“The bond,” he gasped. His head was bent to her neck, lips close, the hint and promise of teeth driving her wild. “It’s the bond.”

Oh God, if it would always be like this, she doubted she’d survive. His mouth opened and she felt the graze of teeth. It was almost enough to make her come. His thrusts grew harder, faster, rougher. Scraped over flesh so sensitive she was about to combust. When he bit her, she did.



Carter felt her pussy clamp down on him as she was thrown into orgasm, and he tried to regain control. It was a lost cause. The need, the urgency, riding him wouldn’t settle for anything but complete joining. To claim and to surrender. To dominate and to submit. He felt torn in two. It was torture and ecstasy. So exquisite he was afraid the final culmination would leave him a broken, empty shell.

But there was no stopping it, no holding back. She continued to pulse around him, and a startled cry ripped from her throat as her first orgasm was followed directly by a second. And he was lost. His balls were painfully tight, not relieved at all when the first hot jets of come released into her. He held her hips tightly and hung on, watching her. Hoping like hell he wasn’t hurting her. She rolled her head against the wall, her eyes squeezed shut when her mouth parted for another cry she didn’t actually vocalize. That third, final orgasm made him give a dominant, primal cry as she milked him dry.

Somehow he found the strength to stagger to the bed and fall down with her. He barely remembered to roll to his side so he didn’t crush Jamie. He was lucky he knew what his name was. He gathered her close and shook in the aftermath. Marveled in it. He felt her so deep inside him he wasn’t sure where he ended and she started. He had no words to describe the joy—the sense of belonging to her just as completely as she did to him. It was incredible. It was mind-bending.

A long time later, she stirred, tilted her head back and gave him a tired yet replete smile.

“It keeps getting better,” he whispered.

“Much better and it’ll kill us.”

He grinned. “But what a way to go, right?”

They heard a young cry from the main room. Groaning, Carter rolled out of bed. He slapped her ass before reaching for his jeans. “I’ll distract him. You can shower first.”

“Aw, my hero.”

He leaned down, bracing his hands on either side of her face for a long, slow kiss. “Don’t you forget it, sweetheart.”

She was flushed and panting when he left to see to their son.


Chapter Seven

It took a week to convince the males in the compound that Jamie’s plan was sound. Livie and Jane, who’d been accepted into Mason’s security team, had helped a lot. Jamie wheedled Carter, Livie worked on Martin, and Jane, well…antagonized Mason was probably the best description. Jamie figured he eventually gave in out of pure self-preservation.

By then Jamie only had one bruise left on her side—a sickly yellow-green color, but it no longer hurt. She felt better than she had in years. The bond between her and Carter fed her power. The sex—incredible and mind-blowing—amplified it. She thought maybe she could conquer the world. Some days she believed the effort might be worth it. Mostly she recalled this was about protecting her family, which had been extended to include not only Carter, but his mother, sister and Brax. It was a little weird for someone who was so accustomed to being alone.

Martin and Toler, once they really believed the Elect were a different species and saw the photographs documenting Jamie’s injuries, were completely forthcoming. Unfortunately, though both men may have been assigned to Stine, he was a paranoid SOB. Martin and Toler didn’t know where he lived—couldn’t even guess a general area. Stine had a small handful of guards who escorted him to work and back home every day. Gabe’s computer searches hadn’t come up with any hints either.

So what they needed to do was draw Stine out into the open, get him to admit he’d abducted and experimented on people. They had one good shot. The doctor ate a late lunch every Friday at the same outdoor café in Tampa. His guards would be around, but the Elect could neutralize them while Jamie confronted Stine. It would all be recorded. They needed physical evidence or a taped confession to bust him. If he admitted he’d been the one to order her beaten for the last six months, they had him. Once they did, they could shut down the Stirling Institution. And in the process, hopefully end the danger to the Elect.

Or so the Elect leadership believed. Stine had claimed in his confrontation with Mallory Littman a couple of weeks ago that his organization was interested in research, in medical advances. But Jamie didn’t believe it for one second. She was convinced this went much further than a few rich researchers, a little bit of black ops money, figuring out there was another hominid species on the planet and exploiting the DNA differences.

So here she was, huddled in a car with Carter, her stomach roiling with nerves. They were waiting for Mason to confirm Stine’s arrival. Carter took her hand and squeezed.

“You’ll do fine.” His voice was filled with confidence, with faith, and it warmed her.

“Remind me to show you how much you mean to me later.” She intended her statement to be teasing, but it wasn’t. It was heartfelt and thankful and so much more.

“Hey,” he said, turning to her, lifting his hand to cup the side of her face, his fingers stroking. “You’re mine and you’re perfect.”

She grinned. “Love you too, babe.”

“You better,” he said, and just as his lips descended toward hers, Mason’s voice whispered through their mikes.

“Great fucking timing, Mase,” Carter snarled. “Y’all in position?”

She heard Mason’s amused drawl too. “Whenever you lovebirds are.”

Carter just growled.

“You’re clear,” Mason responded, laughing. “We have the bodyguards, but apparently they have to check in to their base every ten minutes, so you don’t have a lot of time.”

And it had probably taken five minutes to get that info out of them. “What’s the countdown?” Jamie asked.

“Six minutes, two seconds.”

She reached for the door handle. “Let’s move,” she said softly and hoped like hell she was up for the coming confrontation. Her Glock was a comforting weight tucked into the holster at the small of her back and covered by her shirt.

They’d parked just around the corner and approached Stine from behind, splitting so they came up behind him separately before moving to the opposite of the table. His eyes flared in recognition for just a moment as he looked at her, and Jamie felt like she’d been touched by black, oily slime. Then his face cleared and he gestured to the two seats across the small table.

“I take it you wish to speak to me?” he asked pleasantly.

She tilted her head and examined the monster who still invaded her dreams. “I’d rather kill you, but that option isn’t on the table. Yet.” She made her tone light, sweet. She watched him carefully, saw the moment her words sank in, and by then she’d taken her seat.

“Monster,” he hissed.

“Tut, tut. Your true colors are showing, Stine. Tell me, do you get off beating women? Is it exciting?”

Carter hovered at her back and she felt his rising concern, but he didn’t interfere. They’d discussed this. Breaking Stine shouldn’t have been easy, but it was much easier than she expected. His eyes were wild and out of control. He gripped the edge of the table so hard his knuckles were white. The man wasn’t stable. He leaned forward, gaze feral and face tight with anger.

“Woman? Are you sure? You aren’t human.”

“And that threatens you?”

“You threaten all of us,” he snapped and then seemed to get himself under control.

“Why?” she countered. “We only ask to live in peace.”

He gave one sharp shake of his head. “Do you believe that lie, girl? They mean to take over, and we mean to be ready.”

“Who? Who means to be ready?” she asked softly. She felt Carter’s shock behind her, but she’d been expecting this.

Stine turned sly now. “If they haven’t told you, I’m not giving you more information.” Then he smirked. “Better get going before my backup gets here to catch you. It’ll be so much worse this time, Ms. Wade. You know what you are now. You might get the answers I need.”

Carter lurched behind her—she sensed him—but when she shook her head, a silent signal, he stayed in position.

“You’re smoking crack, Stine. We don’t want to take over. There isn’t some grand conspiracy.”

“Is that right? I have someone who says otherwise. And you should see your people’s models that show you outpacing and killing off humanity in the next hundred years.” He jerked to his feet. “We won’t let that happen. You can take me out, but you won’t learn anything. And in this race?” He sneered. “We’re ahead.”

At that point, all hell broke loose.

“Get out,” Mason snapped in her ear. “Stine’s reinforcements are coming in. Fast.”

Damn, that meant leaving this fucker alive. Unless they killed him here. They couldn’t take him away cleanly, but Jamie had a hell of a time just letting it go.

Carter took her hand, but she didn’t let him pull her away. She shook her head.

“We can’t leave him alive,” she hissed, her fury growing. He was a monster. He’d never stop unless they made him.

“We can’t kill him in broad daylight in front of dozens of witnesses either,” Carter snapped back.

“Don’t worry. Brax has snipers in place,” Carter told her telepathically, not giving anything away to Stine.

“Y’all need to move now,” Mason said over the earpiece.

Carter tugged her hand and she ran with him. They made it inside the car before three black-clad men rushed into view. They stopped in front of the vehicle, and two fired what looked and sounded like silenced pistols. The windshield was bulletproof, so she wasn’t worried until the third pulled what looked like a small rocket launcher from a case on the ground.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Carter growled, but Jamie barely paid attention.

She was opening the door and rolling out of the SUV. Coming up on one knee, she pulled her pistol and fired at the one with the most dangerous weapon. When he fell—a tiny, round hole marring his forehead—she turned to the other two, who’d already rushed toward her. She got one of them, but the last reached her before she could fire. He tackled her, then grabbed her wrists when she struggled against him.

She recognized him from her captivity—knew if he recaptured her, it would be hell. No fucking way. She wouldn’t lose Kaden and Carter again. She was still gripping her gun. She just needed him to let go long enough to get the shot off. Going for his balls probably wouldn’t work. He’d be expecting that. And where the fuck was Carter? She looked over long enough to see him fighting two more men. She was on her own.

“You don’t want to do this,” she whispered, making her voice sound weak. Scared.

He sneered at her, his grip loosening. “After this, Stine will let me do whatever I want to you,” he grunted.

He thrust his pelvis against her, and she had to force herself to stay still. To not respond when all she wanted to do was gouge his eyes out and shove his dick down his throat. She narrowed her eyes and moved, ramming one knee to his crotch, which he easily dodged. She’d anticipated that. He didn’t expect her other knee to meet his dodge, however. At the same time she lunged for his throat, biting hard enough to draw blood and making him rear back and release her wrists. A very serious mistake on his part. She didn’t hesitate at all as she swung her wrist up and fired point-blank. Blood and brains spattered over her as he fell.

She shoved him aside in time to see Carter, Mason and Brax rushing toward her. They were all pale, tense, shaking with fury that skated along her nerve endings—those Elect senses of hers kicking in. She rose to her feet slowly and faced them. She could see, could feel their intent. To rush her away, hide her away, protect her when she could so clearly protect herself.

“Don’t even think about it,” she snapped.

Carter stared at her a long time, and finally the tension in his body seemed to ease a bit. She heard sirens in the background.

“Shit,” Brax muttered. “Everyone clear out. Take the damned bodies.”

Jamie didn’t help as they loaded the five bodies into another SUV that rolled up. Adrenaline was still crashing through her. If she helped she wouldn’t be able to hide the tremor in her hands, and she didn’t want it interpreted as fear or weakness. Removing the bodies was completed quickly, and she didn’t protest when Carter ordered her into the SUV. They were gone seconds before the squad cars pulled up to the restaurant.

“You’re okay?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” she murmured, ignoring the bruises on her wrists. “I can take care of myself, Carter.”

His hands convulsed on the steering wheel. “That’s obvious.”

“And you don’t like it.” She wasn’t sure what she was feeling. Pain was too tame a word. It was more like evisceration. She’d accepted him. Fully, completely. Would he ever do the same for her? Would his Elect genetics allow him to?

“You’re projecting your thoughts, baby. I know what scares you. I like that you can defend yourself. That you can protect yourself,” he said carefully. “But the idea of you being in danger, of losing you, terrifies me.”

“I won’t stand back and watch you put yourself in danger while I’m safe behind walls. I won’t sit back while Kaden is threatened,” she said softly.

Her heart was breaking. If he couldn’t accept she was just as much a warrior as he was, what was the point?

He gave a slight shake of his head, a subtle twist of his lips, and held one hand out to her. When she took it, he lifted her knuckles and nibbled. That quickly, the adrenaline still surging in her system changed from wanting a fight to wanting sex.

“I didn’t say I expect you to stand back, baby. I said it terrifies me. I’ll show exactly how much later,” he added in a low tone that was pure sex and promise.

She couldn’t think about that now. She turned her mind to the meeting with Stine and the events that followed. It didn’t make sense. Stine had been expecting them and he shouldn’t have. 

Carter didn’t speak again until they were almost home. She felt his lust pulsing at hers, knew he was struggling to control it as much as she was.

“What the hell happened?” he muttered while punching the code in at the gate, and though the mike was open, she knew he was asking her. She knew he wasn’t talking about what had happened with Stine’s guards but how they got there so quick, and she wasn’t sure yet. She shook her head.

“Gimme a minute,” she said, soft, considering.

Brax, Mason, Martin and Toler were waiting when they entered. She looked at the two newcomers.

“You worked his security during the day. Where else did he go?”

Toler shrugged. “The hospital. Restaurants.”

Martin looked less convinced, though.

“What is it?” Jamie asked.

Before he answered, Martin glanced at his lieutenant, who nodded to speak. There was no way to ignore how much that bothered Brax and Carter. “There were a few times Stine went somewhere with his private detail and there was no itinerary left behind.”

“What do you think?” Brax asked Jamie. She was surprised when he asked her, but she thought she’d earned her place here.

“I’m not sure what to think yet,” she said. “Stine seems to think we plan to take over. Breed humans…out of existence, I guess. Do you have models that show that?”

Brax shook his head. “Zach has many models. Some show us outpacing humans in a hundred years and some in a hundred thousand years. We certainly don’t have a plan to do it on purpose.”

“But for some reason, they think you do. They have someone. Someone not at Stirling who likely has been tortured into making up whatever he has to to survive,” she said. It was speculation, but she was sure it was true. “Did Mason get the trackers in place?”

“Yes,” Brax replied, finally sounding satisfied. “We’ll find them, we’ll take them out—and if they are holding one of ours? We’ll get them free. Personally I think that’s all the wild imaginings of a crazy old man.”

Maybe. Or maybe not. She shrugged. “Either way, it’s time to get aggressive and start thinking about exposure.”

Brax nodded sharply. “And we will. I expect you in on those meetings.”

“Sure.”

“And you’ll be working with Mason. I want you to see if you can find holes in our compound security,” Brax continued.

“No problem.”

He smiled. “You have a couple hours. The rest of the family is in Merilee’s suite having dinner. You should join them.”

“Thanks,” Carter said. He took her hand and tugged her out, up the stairs, but he didn’t turn for his mother’s suite.

As soon as their door shut behind them, he had her pressed up against him. “What do you really think?” he asked her.

“It’s hard to think with you warm and plastered to me?” she asked, teasing.

He chuckled. “Seriously.”

The question might be, but his hands were working on her clothes.

“I think there’s a bunch of well-funded, well-educated SOBs that have a total misread on a situation. And that doesn’t matter, because it makes us all a target. We can’t hide.”

“You might be right,” he murmured, but his response was lost.

He had her shirt and bra gone, and then his tongue was flicking over her nipple. She found the strength to shove him away. He gave her half a foot.

“This isn’t over, Carter.”

“No,” he agreed, shaking his head.

“I won’t back out.”

“I know, sweetheart.” His hand lay flat over her stomach. “Not for Kaden or our daughter.”

She was stunned. Daughter? She couldn’t be pregnant now—with so much still in question. But life didn’t work that way, did it? Life went on.

“Protector. Guardian. Warrior,” Carter whispered against her skin. “What will our daughter be?”

Jamie knew it didn’t matter. The child would be what she was and would be loved unconditionally.

And that was more than enough.
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The Elect, Book 2

Mallory Littman is the only human born child in an Elect family, but she’s far from normal. She can call fire, control it, mold it. As an arson investigator, she has a life separate from the Elect. No reason to live in their compound, or to try to mend the rift with her estranged husband.

Until a case involving an Elect mate forces her to return to the home she fled three years ago. Her nursing background makes her the best choice to infiltrate The Stirling Institute. It’d be an easier job if her ex didn’t insist on shadowing her every move—to keep her “safe”.

It’s not her body she’s worried about. It’s her heart.

Zach Littman made one major screw-up in his life. He let Mallory go. As long as she stayed away, he was willing to leave her be. But now she’s back in his territory, and he has every intention of making up for his past mistakes.

If she lives long enough…

Warning: Take one sexy, alpha scientist, add in an estranged wife, and he gets very creative winning her back. Contains make-up sex hot enough to singe, a little light bondage, a dangerous undercover mission, and a heroine who doesn’t quite breathe fire.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Guardian:

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. 

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. Damn. 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. 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 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.” 


Destiny doesn't like to be messed with. And the House doesn't always win.



Into the Spotlight
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Soulgirls, Book 1

Fifty years ago, Jeannie Williams made her way to Las Vegas seeking fame and fortune. Instead, she lost her soul and wound up performing nightly shows at the Arcana Royale. Every day, she straps on her feathers, her glitter, her stilettos, and she dances. Every day, it’s the same.

Until the day he walks in.

For six centuries, Malcolm Reynolds has been the go-to guy for anything his family needs: warrior, diplomat, wrangler, researcher, and now an attorney. He enters the Arcana Royale Casino, intent on negotiating the release of his cousin’s bad debt, but one look at the golden-skinned showgirl ignites a fire of need that he’s never experienced. When the fantasy come true sits at his table, words he never expected to hear come out of her lush mouth: “I need your help.”

Now he’s in for the toughest battle of his life, because the Overseers own both his cousin’s debt and her soul. And he’s not planning on leaving the Royale without either one.

Warning: Contains high-stakes games, sexy showgirls, and a powerful showdown between a vampire that can’t lose and the House that never does. Spells, slots, sirens and sex, oh my!



Enjoy the following excerpt for Into the Spotlight:

“Ladies! Five minutes. Move your asses!” Heidi swept through the room, slapping bare bottoms as she passed. “Into those costumes. Let’s go.”

Jeannie flicked a glance at the stage manager’s blonde reflection striding toward her in the mirror. It was just another night. Another endless night tagged onto the caboose of an endless string of endless nights.

She didn’t bother even keeping count anymore.

Tiny black lines, ticks counting down the days of her sentence, marked the mirror. Somewhere around one thousand, she’d added a second layer. After three thousand, she’d stopped counting.

What was one more night?

“How you doin’, chere?” Heidi leaned against the side of the mirror, her gaze critical, her mouth pinched and her forehead puckered with frown lines. Their dressmaker-slash-stage manager-slash-backstage mother hen nursed headaches more often than not. The pain rippled across her facial muscles, tightening them in spasms.

But Heidi never commented on them.

Jeannie had long since stopped asking.

“I’m fine. I know. Five minutes.” She painted a line of glitter around each eye. Her stage makeup was heavy, dense stuff, saturating every pore and bleeding away her color for the face of the Midnight Mystery Lounge.

The swathe of glitter, crystals and diamonds decorating her eyelashes reminded her that she wasn’t Jeannie.

She was Pandora.

She was the showstopper.

God, I am so bored.

“Just another set, chere.”

“I know, Heidi. Just another set.” She didn’t even bother to inject enthusiasm into the words. Heidi didn’t care. Jeannie didn’t care. They could not care together. It worked.

“Dearly beloved!” A voice boomed from behind them. Heidi snorted, but Jeannie kept painting lines of glitter on each of her features, thickening the lines around her eyes and her lips. She would sparkle in the smoky darkness.

At least that was the goal.

“Dearly beloved!” Three mirrors down, Roseâtre clapped her hands together over her head, her silver and gold bangles jingling together in musical accompaniment. The chatter in the dressing room died, and all eyes turned toward her. Roseâtre’s real name was Ruthie, but as with Jeannie, no one cared about real names at the Midnight Mystery Lounge, the Arcana Royale’s premier revue. Their audience would only know her as Roseâtre.

“Does she even remember her real name anymore?” Jeannie murmured and Heidi shrugged. Somewhere after a decade, the dancers forgot. Some forgot on purpose, deliberately blotting out memories of a past before the Arcana Royale and whatever mistake landed them in the revue. Others just faded, forgetting that life existed beyond the smoke and the glamour.

And some just stop caring altogether…

Jeannie sighed and set the glitter brush down. Heidi moved on cue to help her don the weighted headdress with its red and white foxtails and diamond beads. It weighed over thirty pounds, and her head and neck would be in brutal pain by the end of the third number.

But she would look spectacular.

“Everyone forgets,” Heidi whispered, as her fingers worked through the headdress. Behind them the girls bounced up, adjusting arm sleeves of foxtails, which drooped to the ground. The golden lamé dresses hugged every curve, chains of crystal, diamond and pale-colored gems peeked out from beneath the fabric. The girls checked each other’s headdresses. Their foxtails were weighty, but only about ten pounds to Jeannie’s thirty.

Kiki danced in place at the head of the line, her hips bumping to a song only she could hear. The gyration warmed her up. She would be the first up the stairs and out onto the stage. She would burst through the door, potential energy unleashed, a payload delivering a megaton of enthusiasm, lift and sensation.

Jeannie sighed.

Heidi adjusted another strap, testing it against pull and murmured. “Two minutes.”

“I know.”

Two minutes to become Pandora.

Two minutes to let go of Jeannie.

She didn’t need two minutes anymore.

“Kiki!” Heidi yelled over her shoulder. “Go!”

“Holla!” Kiki whooped and charged up the steps, graceful in her five-inch heels. Sparks shot in every direction as the twelve bejeweled women bounced up the stairs.

Jeannie followed, but without the click-clack of running on the stairs. She ascended, shedding her humanity with each step. Years of practice shuttered her emotions, smothered her soul and silenced her sense of self.

At the top of the steps, Jeannie vanished.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the Arcana Royale and the Midnight Mystery Lounge present Pandora!”

The music, velvet pulsations, squeezed her heart in time to the rhythm, and she surrendered. Across the sea of night, blue eyes blazed in the darkness. Pandora stared at them. Her heart paused, startled, and then the sluggish, ho-hum beat pounded, a descant bass to the sameness of the night.

She barely hit her first mark, waiting almost a full count from the first bars of the music. With every pop of her hips, every twist of her shoulders, every kick of her legs, she sought out those blue eyes, burning like icy flames in the blackness.

Her abdomen cramped, the chill of desperation quieting only when she found those burning eyes in the cold, empty dark.

Maybe tonight wasn’t the same after all.
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How far will a strong woman bend? Maybe past the point of rescue.



The Elect, Book 3

Years ago, former Special Ops officer Carter Owens made the biggest mistake of his life. He met the woman of his dreams—and didn’t fight to keep her. Now that he’s learned Jamie Wade is still alive, and that she bore him a son, Carter plans to protect his family at all costs. Right after he’s rescued her along with several other Elect members being held prisoner in a private hospital.

He isn’t prepared to find her battered, drugged-up, and half-starved. Whatever her captor wanted, the madman hadn’t gone after it humanely.

When Jamie awakens, she’s stunned to find herself free of the abuser who tried and failed to make her admit she’s a telepath. As a police detective, she is driven to join the investigation into the organization that held her and her son captive. But first she’ll have to overcome Carter’s overprotective nature.

Which isn’t going to happen anytime soon, because first she has to recover—and convince him that their out-of-control sexual chemistry isn’t a good enough reason to stay.



Warning: Secrets, bad guys, a sexy alpha hero, and a heroine who comes back from the dead. Throw in a little hot, kinky sex and getting back together never felt so good.
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