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        When he finds himself her prisoner, desire leads the way...
And he's going to wield it as his most dangerous weapon!


        Hayden Jesaray has always been devoted to the Texrex Realm, but the handsome, brooding omega doesn't exactly agree with the Goddess's edict of secrecy. When he decides to enlist the help of humans in the fight against the demons, he learns a painful lesson and finds himself cut open on Dr. Seijo's exam table!


        Having committed her life to creating "super soldiers", Dr. Millie Seijo is thrilled when her plan to capture Hayden works flawlessly. And she can't wait to study the man claiming that supernatural beings exist. However, when her prisoner turns out to be more than she ever expected, she finds herself torn between the tall, muscular shifter leader and her devotion to her job...


        Faced with the ultimate challenge, will Millie let Hayden steal her heart before she succumbs to all of her mistakes?
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      When you can’t forgive someone, pray for them. It may or may not change them, but it will always change you.
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      What the hell did I drink last night? Hayden groaned as he rolled to his back. Only he didn’t quite make it that far. His eyes flew open when his back hit a cold stone wall. What the hell? He didn’t have anything like that in his house. His walls were wood and always warm, regardless of the time of year. It was a side effect of his power as Omega being absorbed as it leaked from his pores.


      Bright florescent overhead lights had him blinking in even more confusion. No one he knew had lights like this in their homes. Had he ended up in the infirmary below Zeum? That was the only place he could think that had lights this obnoxious. It had been decades since he’d been in the dungeon there, but their walls were rock.


      Only that explanation didn’t quite make sense to him. If he’d been gravely injured his Lieutenants would have taken him to Zander to have Jace heal him rather than one of the realm’s medical clinics.


      His head was pounding. It seemed likely he’d been hurt but he couldn’t recall being in a battle. Shifting his gaze, he narrowed his eyes at the bars a few feet from him. He was surrounded by three stone walls with metal blocking the fourth. There was barely five or six inches between the slats. There was a door set in the middle with a one-foot-tall passage to the left of that at the bottom of the bars. In one smooth lunge he was on bare feet and gripping the bars. We’re not in Kansas any more, Toto.


      The million questions hadn’t fully formed before his mind flashed to mischievous brown eyes and a sexy smile. Millie! The alluring Puerto Rican had lured Hayden into a trap at the bar. How a human had gotten the jump on him he didn’t know, but boy was he pissed. And embarrassed. He’d never been so humiliated. Such a weak species shouldn’t be capable of getting the jump on him.


      As much as he wanted to direct every ounce of his mountain-sized rage on Millie, he couldn’t. As the leader of the shifters, he couldn’t fault the execution of a flawless mission. As much as it pained him to admit, he applauded her skill.


      It wasn’t as difficult for him to admire her intellect. What stuck in his craw was what had motivated her to attack and imprison him. All of Zander’s warnings about how humans would slice open supernaturals, especially shifters, and poke at their insides. He prayed Zander had been wrong about that and he wasn’t about to have his liver become a party favor for Millie and her friends.


      Hayden’s hands clenched around the bars and his arms started shaking. The rattle of metal sounded like a thunderstorm. And it only made him madder. His anger, though, was entirely directed inward. In the over seven hundred years since his birth, he’d always clung to the Goddess’s edict that they keep their existence hidden and he had never found himself in a cell.


      As insistent as he’d been about revealing their existence, it was no surprise that the second he started telling humans he was kidnapped and imprisoned by them. Shame coated his mind like a wet blanket. He’d been so sure he was right to come out to them and try to enlist their help. Oh, how wrong he’d been!


      “Let me out of here before you regret the day you were born,” he threatened.


      He was the Omega. Strongest shifter alive. He commanded thousands of his kind and was a vital member of the alliance protecting all supernaturals. He hunted and killed demons for sport. Humans didn’t pose a major danger to him. He could snap them in half with his thumb and pinkie fingers. With his hands on the bars, he tugged them. To his surprise he wasn’t able to pull the bars apart. He poured more power behind the attempt. Sweat dotted his bare chest with the effort he dumped into breaking free.


      Tilting his head, he considered the obstacle in front of him. There wasn’t anything he couldn’t shred. He was overthinking it. There were soldiers somewhere in the vicinity and he had no weapons. Hell, they hadn’t even left him his clothes. All he had on was a tight pair of grey sweatpants. It was appalling. He was the Goddess damned Omega for fuck’s sake.


      None of that mattered. His situation was what it was, and he had to find a way out of it. Closing his eyes, he took several deep breaths and called on the mantle inside. It was the place his animals emerged from and he needed it’s help now. Keeping his bear, panther and wolf at the fore, he tried again. The damn bars should bend like tinfoil, but they didn’t budge.


      His heart was racing, and his mind was clouded with anger as he contemplated being held a prisoner. He hadn’t been this vulnerable since he was a stripling. Once it was evident that he was an Omega, he had developed rapidly and gained power and strength at an alarming speed. He wasn’t vulnerable even before he fully transitioned into an adult – which was typically when a supernatural became immortal and got their powers. Fate had put him with Zander, Evzen, Jace and Killian when they were young and growing. Together with Dante, whom they met decades later, they formed the Dark Warrior Alliance. The only place he had found his equals were among the other council members. Surely these humans were not the first to break that pattern in seven hundred years?!


      Dominating everyone else was one reason Hayden rarely dated. Having a female that acted and felt powerless compared to him was a major turn off. The reason he was sporting even more wood for Millie was precisely because she got one over on him. It was sexy as hell.


      Think about other females. Not that deceptive bitch. Hayden wasn’t able to refocus entirely. He considered what Millie would think about him not having had even one serious relationship before. That made it sound as if he was a fucking virgin. Not hardly.


      He fucked females often. In fact, he’d been with more than any human male could in their lifetime. You sound like a real catch now. Rolling his eyes, he reminded himself that he’d lived nearly seven hundred years longer than the average human male.


      And in his defense, it was difficult to contemplate something more serious than sex when everyone else was on such a different power level than he was. Not to mention he was holding out anything more serious for his Fated Mate.


      His entire body jerked in response to his wayward thoughts. Fated Mate? He had come to terms with not finding his other half five hundred years into the mating curse.  Apparently, his subconscious never gave up hoping to find the one being that carried the other half of his soul. He had no idea how that had escaped his awareness.


      An oaf of a human male waltzed around the corner with a smirk on his face and fatigues covering his pasty skin. “I see the tranq has worn off. I was certain you’d be out longer. We used four times the dose we would on an elephant.”


      He’d been taken down by an animal tranquilizer! He wanted to throttle the smug male and wipe that look off his face. None of this should have been possible. He wasn’t susceptible to human medications, no supernatural was. Something wasn’t adding up here. And he doubted this fool had all the knowledge about what was truly going on.


       Hayden leaned forward and bared his teeth. “This is your last chance to let me out of here and live.” When he tried to call up any of his animals to partially shift his teeth to canines nothing happened. He felt the animals in his core, but he couldn’t embrace them like he usually did. It was as if there was a barrier surrounding his mantle of power. That was why he couldn’t break out of the fucking cell.


      The guard chuckled and swung a black baton in one hand while he continued forward undeterred. “You won’t be going anywhere. Those bars are made from tungsten and graphene. In other words, unbreakable, even for your kind.”


      Hayden ignored the snide comment and thought about what he knew of the two materials. Tungsten was the strongest natural metal, but it was known to be brittle and shatter on impact.


      Graphene on the other hand was two hundred times stronger than steel and a composite used in space travel. Undoubtedly the combination proved impossible for even the strongest being in existence to bend to his will. He’d have to find another way out of this mess. He had no choice. He refused to die in this miserable hole.


      What Hayden had assumed a normal black baton turned out to be anything but when the guard shoved it through the bars and shocked him in the side. Grunting, he snatched the pole from the human and yanked.


      Initially the male held on and came with it. Seeing his opening, Hayden yanked it out of his hand then flipped the weapon around and shoved the sparking end into the human. Far slower than Hayden, the guard barely managed to shout before he crumpled like a house of cards.


      He dropped the weapon at his feet right as two more males raced around the same corner. They could have been clones of the first. Their heads and neck were one solid square. Total block heads. Hayden didn’t care for the uniforms. It didn’t give them an intimidating appearance. And it didn’t help them blend into the environment. They’d kinda hide them in a desert, but not many other locations.


      Hayden allowed his rage to fuel his strength and pulled at the bars again. If he tilted his head to the right at a thirty-degree angle he could see a slight bend in one of the bars. Abandoning that attempt, he stooped and grabbed the stick he’d dropped and took a step back.


      A third followed at a slower pace and was holding a tray with a silver dome on it. Hayden thought he smelled broth. His stomach rumbled when he thought of what kind of food they were bringing him. He wasn’t a chef, but if his nose was right, he wasn’t getting much of a meal.


      “Sit on the cot and drop the prod,” one of the guards demanded.


      Hayden crossed his arms over his bare chest and winced as he hit a tender spot. With one of his fingers, he poked the flesh. Didn’t seem like anything was broken, but they’d injured him, and he wasn’t healed fully.


      With his preternatural healing abilities, there shouldn’t have been any injuries. He was even more confused than ever. Aside from injuries caused by skirm or demon venom all injuries should have healed within minutes. He had no idea how long he had been out, but it was long enough to transport him from the club to the Goddess only knew where.


      When he considered that in addition to the suppression of his animals, he knew he was dealing with a group that had far more knowledge than they should. He should have been able to hear his shifters coming after him from outside as well.


      The pressure surrounding them told him he was underground, but his sensitive hearing should have picked up the howls of an approaching army. Shifters were able to locate their Omega within several hundred miles regardless if they were on airplanes or deep in the side of a mountain. When he tried to link his mind to any of the closest alphas he was met with static.


      How was Millie pulling all of this off?


      Deciding to take the cautious approach and gather more information, Hayden stepped back and sat on the concrete bed he’d been on when he woke up. He set the prod down and watched the humans with narrowed eyes.


      The male with the tray knelt by the bars and slid a solid piece of metal aside. He wondered what the passage was for. The other guard lifted a radio to his mouth. “Subject two-twenty-one tased Don. Get medics down here stat.”


      “You’re lucky we’re feeding you,” guard one told me. “Help me, Stan. We need to get Don out of the line of fire.”


      Hayden growled and bared his teeth at the males. The sound resonated through the area making guard two yelp. Guard one and Stan narrowed their eyes at him then lifted Don by the arms and dragged him away from the cell.


      Hayden stood and lifted the dome. The soup underneath was watery, but he ate it. One thing he learned in his eons of battle experience was to eat when you could. In a war you never knew when you might get the chance again and it was best to keep your strength up.


      The bland liquid was lukewarm, and the mush inside might have been vegetables at one point.


      “I expected him to lap it up like a dog. Isn’t he supposed to turn into one?” Stan’s words grated on his nerves, making it nearly impossible to keep his cool.


      Hayden set the bowl down and picked up the prod then jumped and shoved the thing through the bars. He hoped to catch the male before he could run away. Unfortunately, they were out of reach.


      And to add insult to injury, guard two had lunged into action before Hayden could retreat with the weapon. Guard one dropped Don and assisted guard two in pulling the stick from Hayden’s hand. It was the second time he had underestimated their cunning and now he’d lost the one weapon he had managed to get his hands on.


      If this was foreshadowing of what was to come, he was in deep shit.


      Shaking off the loss, Hayden forced himself to return to eating the soup. The males were laughing as they picked up Don and moved out of sight. Hayden heard more arrive followed by a brief discussion about Don’s weak pulse.


      The smile that spread across Hayden’s lips were genuine. In the least, he managed to remove one of their guards. It wasn’t much, but it was a point in his favor. He glanced around his cell and the area outside it. Once he was finished with the food, he bent and pushed the tray through the opening and tested the metal there.


      Wrapping both hands around the top, he tried to force it up and away, but it didn’t move. Next, he tried the door and managed to bend it to the point it wouldn’t open or close any more. Unfortunately, it did nothing to help him get out of his predicament.


      Sweat dotted his forehead and his heart was racing by the time he stopped. Standing up, he swayed in place when it felt like he was falling off a cliff. His side slammed into the concrete bed and he collapsed onto his back.


      His mind was clouded, and he couldn’t recall what he’d been trying to do a second ago. All he could think about was how his stomach roiled and he tasted bile in the back of his throat.


      When it felt like someone was punching the back of his throat to get the soup back, he knew they’d drugged him again. I bet they fed you what the last prisoner had for dinner. The thought made matters worse and his mouth started watering like a broken sprinkler.


      He swallowed repeatedly, holding onto the meal he had consumed. He needed the strength, even if they were drugging him. Human medications didn’t affect him. This would no doubt pass soon enough.


      Hayden was lying on the bed with one hand thrown over his eyes when he heard the clicking of shoes heading his way. His body went on alert. That wasn’t a guard. Their boots sounded like horses clomping along.


      He didn’t need to open his eyes to know it was Millie heading his way. Everything about the female was embedded in his memory. Hayden growled and silently cursed himself when his cock thought it was play time and hardened.


      She is not here to pleasure you, idiot!


      That didn’t seem to matter to him one bit. There was no stopping his reaction to her. “I’m surprised to see you up.” Her voice was like a caress over his senses and only made matters worse.


      Hayden cracked one eye open and wished he hadn’t. The sexy temptress was standing outside his cell with her hands folded in front of her and one eyebrow cocked. She had on a white lab coat over a tight blue skirt and even tighter white top. Her heels were three inches and wrapped around her foot and ankle like he wanted to do to her body.


      “I was having a nice dream. Then you arrived.” Hayden knew she was referring to his erection. He didn’t understand it and refused to let it affect how he treated her.


      What was it about this female? Initially, he thought she might be his Fated Mate, but there is no way in hell the Goddess would saddle him with a female that would imprison and torture him. Still the instant attraction and urgent need for her screamed that she was his other half. He’d watched his closest friends lose their minds when they met their mates.


      Zander had kept his mate a secret because he was afraid of losing her before he could claim her. Santiago pursued Tori despite the fact that she was a Valkyrie Assassin hired to kill him. Rhys carted his angel throughout the Underworld and gave up his life to save her in the end. He couldn’t do anything less to ensure she lived.


      In all of those cases the female had been just as drawn to the males. Millie should be drooling all over him and trying to get him into bed. Not glaring at him. They couldn’t be meant for each other.


      “What do you want with me? You know kidnapping is illegal.” Convincing her to release him was a longshot, but he had to try.


      She threw her head back and laughed. “Who do you think will say anything? The government is behind these experiments. You’re priceless to them. With you, they will finally be able to create a super-soldier. I’ll be given awards and accolades for my work, sangano.”


      He’d known someone powerful was behind her actions. He’d hoped it was a company rather than the United States Government. That would make things much harder.


      Hayden growled and watched her shake. He hoped he frightened her. “You won’t get away with this. My friends are powerful and will find me and make you pay.”


      “I’m counting on it. After all we can’t do proper studies with only one subject.” With that last promise Millie turned and walked away. And Hayden watched her ass sway with every step.


      He was in deep shit because his desire for her hadn’t diminished in the least. You can fuck her before you make her pay when you get out of here.
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      “What the fuck do you mean Hayden is missing? Are you sure he isna in a female’s bed?” Zander ran a hand through his hair and tried to slow his rapid heartbeat.


      He didn’t have time for this shit. He hadn’t been back from New York for more than a few hours and he needed to investigate what the hell was going on with his daughter’s power. He still sensed the Goddesses blessing within her, but her energy was decidedly different since returning from Khoth.


      He should never have let her stay there without him or Elsie. At the time it seemed like the best decision. They visited her often and trusted Angus to raise her with a fair, steady hand. And he had. He was probably one of a few he would trust with such an important job.


      He’d run Zeum with an iron fist for over a century. Nate had done a decent job, but he was nowhere near the level of competence as Angus had been. Zander knew it wasn’t the fact that Izzy had remained in Khoth.


      It was what that asshole had done to her. The vile dragon shifter had done such a good job of hiding his true core that no one knew the darkness he held inside until Donovan had killed him for attacking Zander’s little girl.


      The fucker was lucky Donovan got to him first. Zander would have torn him to tiny shreds slowly. There wouldn’t have been enough left to give to his grieving parents.


      Evzen sighed and tugged Zander out of thoughts that would get him tangled into knots. “The alpha in Virginia lost track of him last night and no one can locate him.”


      Zander narrowed his eyes. “It shouldna be possible for a shifter to lose the scent of their Omega. Have you tried to scry for him?”


      Evzen crossed his arms over his chest. “Of course, I tried to scry for him. We did that right before I opened the portal for your return. I hit some kind of static.”


      “None of this makes any sense. He canna be dead. We would have felt the ripple when his mantle released, so where the fuck is he?” Zander’s head pounded and all he wanted to do was grab a drink and his mate and retreat to their rooms. Of course, his son wouldn’t allow them a moment of peace.


      The sound of a woodpecker hitting his beak against a tree trunk echoed through the room as Killian’s fingers flew over the keyboard. Zander hadn’t noticed the sorcerer when he’d walked in the war room.


      Killian paused and looked up at him. “I’ve been searching for his cell phone. It went offline shortly after midnight.”


      “Och,” Zander reached for patience, his Scottish brogue thickening with his exhaustion. For the last decade it had been one thing after another. He wanted to believe shit was going to hit a turning point in their war against Lucifer and his demons soon, but he wasn’t an idiot. It was building to something but that didn’t mean it was going to end any time soon. “Sounds like we need to go to Virginia.”


      Evzen nodded his head. “That’s the best place to start. We might need to retrace his steps for the past week to get a good idea where he went and who he encountered.”


      “Is there a new archdemon on the east coast? They’re the only ones that would stalk a shifter as powerful as the Omega,” Killian pointed out as he sat back and swiveled in his chair.


      Nate entered the room at that point followed by Elsie and Izzy who was eating etouffee. At least that’s what it smelled like to Zander. No doubt his mate had made it. Her Cajun food rivaled the best chef’s in New Orleans.


      Nate set the tray of snacks on the large wooden conference table. Zander embraced Elsie and pressed his lips to hers. Arousal flared to life instantly, making him want to carry his mate to their bed. It had been this way since the moment they met. It took great effort for him not to deepen the kiss and follow his instincts.


      Zander kept Elsie close as he refocused on Killian’s question. “We faced a new archdemon in New York. I’d bet there are more up and doon the coast. But why would they target Hayden? And how are they keeping him from us? His shifters should still be able to locate him.”


      Elsie’s hand rubbed his abdomen in an attempt to soothe his rising frustration. He hated when she handled him. And loved it at the same time. “I don’t think it’s a demon.”


      Izzy set the empty bowl down and flopped onto a chair. Zander’s heart ached at the absence of her smiles. She could get Gerrick to laugh with ease. Something no one other than his mate, Shae could manage. “That’s not their MO unless you’re the embodiment of the Goddess and since I seem to have fallen out of favor they’re likely roaming around aimlessly.”


      Elsie released Zander and hurried to their daughter’s side. “Don’t say that. You haven’t lost her. She gifted you part of herself. That’s not something she would take away.”


      Izzy rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to say that mom. I’m happy I’m not the focus of every demon on Earth any more. I can walk outside without the danger of being discovered and kidnapped. I’ve experienced enough Hell to last me a hundred lifetimes. My point is demons wouldn’t bother hunting Hayden and pouring their energy into keeping him hidden from us. They know we will retaliate.”


      Zander grabbed a burrito from the tray. He might not get the chance to eat later. This shit wasn’t going to be simple. “You have a point about that. We’ve killed enough of them to leave no doubt what we would do. Maybe they took him to the Underworld. That could be why we can’t locate him.”


      “There is no way he would go along with this amicably. It is far more likely that Sterling is behind this. He held me and Bhric captive and we couldn’t communicate with anyone outside the cell. We lost Nico because there was something linking his dungeon to the Underworld. It suppressed our supernatural abilities,” Evzen pointed out.


      “Shite. That arsehole better not be causing problems again. I swear to the Goddess we had better find him and soon. We have enough on our plates with the demons and Lucifer.” Zander took a bite of the burrito and snagged some salsa.


      Killian’s fingers were flying over the keyboard again. “There have been reports of Angel’s Kiss appearing all over Europe. I think he’s tired of us always finding him.”


      “I’ll tell Braelyn he seems to be in Europe. She might have some tips on where to search for him there,” Evzen offered with a big smile. Zander wasn’t sure if it was for his mate or because the thought of finally getting his hands-on Sterling was satisfying.


      The smile disappeared and Evzen shook his head from side to side. “I’m wrong. It isn’t Sterling. We have kept him on the run for over a year. Braelyn’s knowledge has allowed us to stay one step ahead of him. He doesn’t have access to most of his resources and hasn’t had the time to create another dungeon. Something that will keep us out would take significant effort and the spells have to be layered over many months, possibly even years.”


      “We are no’ going to discover anything more withoot doing onsite investigations. Have you set up with the alpha to portal directly to their mess hall?” Zander set his uneaten food down and wrapped his arms around Elsie from behind.


      Evzen’s head bobbed up and down. “As soon as you’re ready I’ll open it.”


      Elsie turned in his embrace and tilted her head back. “Be careful. We have no idea what you guys will encounter. Whatever happened to Hayden is enough to take any of you out.”


      “I’ll be there to help keep him safe, mom. And Evzen and Killian are coming, as well. Should we take Bhric, too?” Zander’s head whipped around to land on his daughter. He liked that she wanted to be close to him but hated having her out and about. It would be their luck that whatever was dampening her signature would disappear and she would become a giant neon sign for every demon to follow.


      Killian stood from the desk where he’d been working his magic on the computer. “Bhric would be a good addition to our group. His power over ice is always handy in a fight.”


      Zander nodded in agreement and opened the mental channel he had with his brother. Ever since his siblings had mated, he used his ability to speak telepathically with them sparingly. He had no desire to intrude during intimate moments.


      “Aye, brathair. What do you need?” Bhric’s mental voice was alert and attentive. Thank the Goddess he didn’t seem to be having sex.


      “Hayden went missing in Virginia. We’re going to search for him, and we need you to join us.”


      “I’ll be there in five. I just need to send Alex a message.”


      Zander closed the channel and crossed to the side table where he’d removed his weapons an hour ago. “Bhric will be doon soon.”


      After stowing all of the blades on his body, he extended his hand to Elsie and twined their hands together. By the time he entered the entryway Nate was coming from the back of the house with a stack of leather clothes.


      “I have your leathers, Izzy. And I brought fighting gear for you Evzen and you Killian.”


      Izzy took the dark red pile with a smile. “Thanks Nate.” His daughter disappeared into a bathroom while Evzen lifted the pair of pants.


      “Oooo, Dimples,” Teagan called out as she walked out of the kitchen with Cailyn, Braelyn and the kids in tow. “Be sure not to ruin those. I want to see you in them later.”


      The females in the area laughed and started discussing the appeal of leather. Zander tried to tune them out. It reminded him of the time Elsie was in the hospital and had run her hands over his pants while imagining all kinds of erotic play with him.


      Pounding footsteps stopped all talk. Bhric was texting while walking. A dangerous activity for sure. Especially when preoccupied with your Fated Mate which it was obvious Bhric was at the moment.


      “We’re all here,” Zander told Evzen who immediately conjured his staff.


      The Guild Master was already casting the portal spell with Braelyn before Zander had even said goodbye to Elsie. Zander hugged his mate and kissed her deeply. Thankfully, their daughter bounced out of the bathroom.


      Izzy headed right for the swirling aurora borealis of lights surrounding the oval that showed an empty hall and countless tables and chairs. “Bye mom. See you soon, Cian.” Zander’s heart clenched at the sight of his daughter kneeling to ruffle his son’s hair before giving Brantley a high five and waving to Liam and Maddox. “I’ll see you guys on the other side.”


      Zander released Elsie and followed Izzy, leaving the others to say goodbye. Energy surrounded him. Wind ripped at his hair and clothing while energy traveled across his body. The noise was deafening as the magic transported him. He’d taken enough portals in the past three years to become intimately familiar with the process.


      It seemed to take far longer to go from Zeum to Virginia, but in reality, it occurred between one step and the next. Within seconds Bhric, Evzen and Killian had joined them in the mess hall.


      “You must be Jason,” Zander said as he held his hand out to the male. He was standing next to a female with blonde hair and green eyes. Given the possessive gleam in his eyes, Zander had to guess the female was the alpha’s Fated Mate.


      Jason bowed. “Welcome to Virginia. Thank you for coming so quickly.”


      Zander inclined his head. “You can fill us in on the way to the bar. We need to try and trace Hayden’s steps right away.”


      Everyone followed the alpha to the waiting vehicles. Jason updated them on what they’d done to try and find Hayden as they drove into town. The undercurrent of panic that exuded from the alpha was understandable.


      Hayden not only united shifters, but he also fed them energy and kept them grounded. Zander did something similar for vampires. It was why his subjects had started acting out when he was away on Khoth.


      Zander’s eyes widened when they pulled into the parking lot of a country western bar. It was human owned and run and there was nothing special about it. To his surprise there wasn’t one hint of a demonic presence.


      “It wasn’t a demon that took him,” Izzy announced as if she’d heard his thoughts.


      “Okay. What else would be powerful enough?”


      Everyone looked at Killian, but no one opened their mouths. Zander processed for a few seconds, but nothing plausible jumped out at him. “The only explanation that makes sense is that Hayden is either there willingly or a powerful magic user is responsible. They’re the only ones capable of casting the necessary spells.”


      Evzen nodded in agreement with Zander’s supposition. “I’m going to see if I can get anything from the environment.” Before the Guild Master had finished speaking his staff was in his hand. Lightning flashed across the sky as he called out, “nochdaidh.”


      Fog rolled in and surrounded them, making Zander close the distance to his daughter. It didn’t matter that this was a normal part of Evzen’s spell. He would never take any chances with Izzy.


      Lightning continued and wind howled around them. The sound was loud and unmistakable. If the humans caught sight of the isolated storm, they would freak the hell out. Zander wondered if he should have gone into the bar and told them to stay put.


      Before Zander could respond to his silent concern about being discovered the lighting froze and lights flashed in the fog. The lights transitioned into images and they all watched a female sauntering toward Hayden. She had long black hair and deep brown eyes.


      Her hips swayed and the look on Hayden’s face was unmistakable. He wanted this female. He was enchanted by her. In over seven hundred years, Zander had never seen such intense desire in his friend’s gaze.


      “Did he find his Fated Mate?” Evzen’s voice shattered the spell and the fog disappeared along with the lights and wind.


      Zander turned to Evzen. “Sure seems like it. Although why can’t his shifters feel him?”


      The alpha rubbed his chest. “We never give him a moment of peace. Perhaps he could have blocked everything else out so he could bond with his mate.”


      The responsibilities of being leader were all encompassing and often derailed plans he had to enjoy Elsie. But he couldn’t imagine cutting his subjects off completely like Hayden had done.


      Of course, Zander couldn’t imagine considering what Hayden wanted either. The Goddess instructed them to remain secret for reasons and Hayden had been trying to betray that and tell the humans for years now.


      Zander shrugged and stalked to the car. “It would have been nice of him to let Zeke know. He sent us all on a wild goose chase for no reason.”


      Zander was pissed, but not entirely at Hayden. This explanation didn’t quite fit in his opinion. He wasn’t dismissing this entirely but would let it go for now.
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      He’s not strapped down for your pleasure! If only the silent reprimand worked to peel Millie’s eyes off the sexy beast on her table. Hayden was the perfect male specimen. He was built like a body builder, stacked with muscles. Aside from him having a better physique was that his skin was a natural bronze and not that fake-n-bake orange of most in that scene.


      She had jumped with excitement when her contacts at the CIA called to tell her that Hayden had been in their office assuring them that supernaturals existed. It was the break she had needed, and she’d started investigating him right away.


      Her parents had told her countless times when she was a child how special she was and that she was destined for greatness. After all she was a miracle. That’s why they named her Milagro. She never should have survived to term or been born, but she was. Every day of her life her mother told her she was destined for greatness and would do something miraculous.


      Talk about pressure. It was something she had always lived with. It was what drove her to medical school and into research. Her mother had been disappointed at first when Millie had left her surgical residency program but eventually saw the bigger picture of what she was hoping to accomplish.


      Most of the anguish she lived with was self-created. She hated the idea of letting her mother down, so she always pushed herself to be better and do more. She never stopped trying to live up to her mom’s expectation of magnificence at the same time she had to follow this path. It was almost like a compulsion she couldn’t ignore.


      Science was her passion. What she was doing for the military was just a job. When Jack had approached her about joining his company, she wasn’t onboard until he explained her work on creating a super soldier would be expanded to helping cure diseases, as well. She had worked hard to get where she was. She was so close. She felt it all the way to her bones. She was going to be the doctor that cured cancer.


      Hayden Jessaray was going to be her crowning glory and get her everything she had worked so hard for. Her mother would finally tell her she was proud of her. If you can stop drooling over the guy. He’s not even fully human, Millie!


      Shaking her head, she checked the monitors to see if the medication was still keeping him sedated. They had to use quadruple the dosage for large animals and even then, they needed to use a blended version of the drugs.


      During her years of research, Millie had looked into every story out there. She’d been to the rain forest as she hunted for panthers that reportedly turned into men and women. She’d been to Ireland seeking pixies in the hills.


      Bigfoot sightings? She’d spoken to everyone that had ever said they’d spotted one. The mermaid myths were her favorite to study. It most often took her to tropical locations where she could enjoy a pina colada while she looked for a specimen.


      During her travels she had come across many shamans that had informed her mundane human medications would not work on a true supernatural. It was sometime after being told for the tenth time that she asked for a homeopathic remedy to calm someone and mixed it with tranquilizers, both for people and animals.


      When she first met Hayden she had immediately been drawn to him. She had never really dated anyone seriously. Career and work came first. She wasn’t that old, despite what her mother told her. Thirty-six was still young enough to find a man to settle down with.


      Besides, she hadn’t met anyone that made her want more than a temporary fling. For the longest time she wondered if what was special about her was the fact that she couldn’t connect with another human being. It took her a decade to come to terms with the fact that she wasn’t like the other women she worked with. There wasn’t a romantic or maternal bone in her body.


      Hayden turned everything she believed about herself on its head. He was nothing she expected to encounter. He had more muscles than a wrestling team and a smile that melted her panties. Her underwear had never so much as heated a degree before she encountered him. It took more effort to get aroused than she wanted to expend most days.


      Merely being around Hayden made her want to rip his clothes off and climb him like a mountain. It was his energy. It rolled off him in waves and drew her in. That phenomenon alone convinced her that he was a shifter and not just someone who had seen something they couldn’t explain.


      That day at lunch she had been forced to change plans in an instant. She could have spent hours asking him about supernaturals, but she wanted more from him and didn’t want to risk him taking off.


      Seduction didn’t come easy to her. Put a microscope in front of her and she could tell you everything you needed to know about any cell you wanted, but to say something that would lure a guy into a trap was beyond her abilities. Yet, that’s exactly what she’d done.


      Dismissing her wayward thoughts, Millie focused on the electrodes measuring his heart rate to ensure he wasn’t completely awake. In the seconds before the darts took over Hayden had managed to destroy a van and injure five soldiers.


      No way was she going to get caught with him at full strength. It might turn her on knowing he could likely tear a car apart with his bare hands, but she didn’t want to bear the brunt of it.


      “This won’t hurt if you give me what I want.” Her heart skipped several beats at the idea of inserting the probes into his body and sending currents through them. She preferred it if he cooperated with her.


      “Fuck you.” The cords in Hayden’s neck stood out as he cursed at her. His short brown hair was sweaty, and limp compared to when she had first met him at the restaurant. And his brown eyes now blazed black. The color change had to be tied to his emotions.


      She forced a smile to cross her mouth. His stunning amber eyes lowered and stuck on her red lips. She’d worn the color in hopes he would like it. From the corner of her eye, she noted the tent forming in his sweats. Apparently, he really liked it.


      A growl left his throat as he started moving and trying to pull his arms free or bust the metal holding his legs. Her heart was racing as she turned and lifted the pre-filled syringe. He’d been given more tranqs than a hospital used in a week and she had no idea if it would cause irreparable damage.


      He won’t kiss you if he gets free, Millie. He’ll tear your head off. It took another reminder before she removed the cap and inserted the needle into the IV buried in his arm. Thank God it was still buried in his skin.


      A second later he stopped rattling the restraints and focused on her again. His nostrils flared for the hundredth time. “How heightened is your sense of smell? Can you detect the ingredients in that injection?”


      He snarled at her, revealing a larger than normal canine tooth. It sent a shiver of doubt through her. She knew she was playing with fire, but there was no going back now.


      “I need you to cooperate with me Hayden. It will make this process far easier. Te lo promento.”


      The fine lines around his mouth and eyes disappeared and his lids slid closed. She assumed she had given him too much medication and was about to have the guards return him to his cell when he spoke to her. “I will never cooperate with you. I’ve been warned what your kind will do to me.”


      His voice was deep and rough and made her core clench in need. This was getting ridiculous. “What precisely do you think I will do to you?” Take you for the ride of your life? Ave Maria, yes please!


      Hayden opened his eyes and Millie gasped when she saw his irises were glowing. She ran a finger down the side of his face before realizing how close she had gotten. Why did he distract to such a degree that she nearly forgot her own name? Electricity arched between them taking her train of thought with it.


      “Nothing I want to be part of,” he informed her. “If you want to change sides we can talk. I assure you I will make it worth your while.”


      Millie held her hand out to her assistant Sarah, while she battled her body’s reaction to this guy. She wouldn’t give in to him or to her unruly desire. “Electrodes.”


      Sarah slapped the needles that were attached to cords into Millie’s palm a second later. Millie grabbed the alcohol and ran it over the skin above his left pectoral. Hayden ran hotter than a regular person. That was the second thing she noticed after seeing his strength in action.


      After the area was cleaned of bacteria, Millie removed the plastic covering the sharp tip and shoved it into Hayden’s muscle. He jerked and pursed his mouth but otherwise didn’t move.


      Once all of the needles had been inserted, she plugged the wires into the console that delivered the shocks. This guy had been abnormal from the beginning, so she selected a voltage twice the amount she would usually give.


      It would have killed anyone else, but Hayden only grunted in response. She turned it up and earned another growl. The next increase got her a snarl and spit flying from his mouth. The fourth increase made his skin ripple.


      “Did you see that?” Sarah blurted with excitement, lacing her tone.


      Millie turned to her and tried hard not to snarl like Hayden had done. “I did.” Shifting back to the console, she delivered a dozen more shocks to his system, but he never once shifted forms.


      His skin rippled and he grunted and groaned and nothing more happened. Yanking the devices from his body, she swiped alcohol over the wounds and bandaged them. “Prep for an MRI. I want to see what’s going on inside his brain and body.”


      He seemed subdued after that torture and Millie doubted that he had the energy to fight his way free, but she wasn’t taking any chances and gave him another dose of the sedative.


      She and Sarah wheeled him into the machine. When she was leaving Hayden brushed a finger along the back of her hand when she got too close. She yelped as if he’d struck her and jumped out of range.


      His chuckle followed her into the booth where she started the scans. The screen flickered several times, making her wonder where the interference was coming from. It blurred all the images and frustrated her.


      By the time she pulled him from the machine she was ready to hit something. It was as if he was ensuring she wasn’t able to get information from him. We’ll see about that. She never backed down from a challenge.


      Millie smiled down at Hayden. “Prep for a sternotomy. I want a sample before he’s taken back to his cell.”


      Hayden’s eyes widened in what was undoubtedly shock. “You’re going to cut into my chest?”


      Millie hated the twinge his question invoked. It was wrong to cut into him and retrieve a sample of his heart. Her boss had already sent over a list of his demands and she wasn’t going to be able to deliver any of them. There was no way she would return to him empty handed. He’s an animal, Millie. A creature to study.


      She couldn’t look into his eyes any more. His gaze reached into her soul and examined it like she was under the microscope. Turning to prepare another sedative, Millie clamped down on the bile surging up her throat. There was no reason to be sick to her stomach.


      “I am taking what we need to protect our country. Times have gotten dangerous or do you not watch the news?”


      “You don’t know the meaning of danger, Millie. I could show you something that will make you cringe and run away screaming. And guess what? You’ve taken one of the main beings protecting ignorant humans from certain death.” Hayden’s words were like gunshots fired into her chest. She jerked with each one.


      Millie lifted the end of the IV tubing and injected another dose of the cocktail. Hayden kept his gaze on her which only made her feel worse. He was the ticket to her greatness. Millie knew it with every cell in her body. It was the only thing she didn’t doubt.


      She was meant to meet him. He was the way she was finally going to earn her mother’s praise and approval. Amidst all the nausea threatening to make her lose her lunch, that certainty kept her moving forward.


      Hayden’s eyes closed and his breathing slowed. She needed a dose of that at the moment. Her heart was beating so hard it was bruised from hitting her ribcage. And she was sweating from head to toe.


      Millie removed the sponge from the container and cleaned his skin before she made a small incision. Sarah approached from the other side and moved the ultrasound wand over the area. For several seconds Millie was lost in watching Hayden’s heart beat steadily. The muscle was strong and healthy. And it looked like any other organ she’d viewed.


      Selecting the eighteen gauge from the tray, she inserted it between his fourth and fifth rib then through the pericardial sac to collect her sample. She wasn’t sure how much more this was going to tell them. They already had his blood.


      Millie’s phone beeped right as she was releasing the biopsy into the jar. Removing her gloves, she tapped the screen to see a message from one of her contacts.


      “Your friends are looking for you, Hayden. Perhaps one of them will cooperate.”


      Hayden grunted as the guards pushed his gurney away. “Not likely.”


      Millie followed them with skin glue and a large bandage. She hadn’t treated her incision yet and almost tore them a new one. After what he’d done a couple hours ago, she didn’t blame them for wanting him dealt with while he was heavily drugged.


      They paused outside his cell and Millie sealed the wound then covered it. She watched as Hayden was picked up by his shoulders then dumped on the floor next to his bed.


      Millie was in motion before she knew it. The only reason she wasn’t kneeling next to Hayden and picking him up was because her right shoulder slammed into the bars and sent her stumbling backwards.


      “You alright, Doc?” Stan asked as they closed the door behind them.


      She waved them away. “I’m fine.”


      “You’re right, she is an Ice Queen,” Darrel told Stan when they turned the corner. They weren’t the brightest in her unit.


      Shaking her head, she closed the distance to the bars and wrapped her hands around them. “If you come closer, I can reapply the bandage. They busted your incision open.”


      It took two tries for Hayden to climb to his feet. Millie could see how much that irritated the guy. His eyes heated as they scanned her from head to toe. Stopping so close, Millie had to remind herself there were bars between them, Hayden closed his hands over hers.


      Electricity zapped her when they touched. To her surprise, he didn’t squeeze her like she would have if their roles had been reversed. She lowered her gaze and noticed the wound was open again. She’d dropped the glue and when she stepped back to grab it, he surprised her by cupping her cheek.


      His hand engulfed her face and her eyes fluttered closed. Millie instantly regretted caving into the warmth he showed her. Taking a step back, she lifted her chin in the air. “Trying to seduce me won’t work. I have no doubt you heard I’m an Ice Queen. You will give us what we want whether you want to or not.” With that she turned and walked away.


      Hayden’s voice made her miss a step. “And I will have you beneath me before the next moon.”
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        * * *

      


      Izzy placed a hand on her dad’s arm. “Let me ask the questions. No one will tell you four anything. Your expressions scream ‘I eat children for breakfast.’”


      Her dad laughed and shook his head at her but stopped pushing people out of the way so he could reach the bar. “I can always make him tell me the truth.”


      Izzy smacked his shoulder. “Mom would kick your butt if she heard you. There is no reason to mess with his mind when he can just tell me what we want to know.”


      Her Uncle Bhric stepped up and put a hand on her dad’s shoulder. “Give her a chance. There is no danger to her here. We will no’ be far from her.”


      Her dad sighed and nodded. “Shite. Alright. You can ask him if he was here last night.”


      Izzy stopped his diatribe as she squeezed his arm then let it go. “I got it, dad. I’ll be right back. Why don’t you four stop scaring everyone and go order a beer.” She was walking away before her dad responded.


      Her mom was right. She was a lot like her dad. That was perfect with her. He was the best male she knew. He was the example against which she would always judge anyone interested in her. And, he was the reason she hadn’t given up and eschewed males entirely.


      She slipped between the people standing around talking and skirted the pool tables. The place was far more crowded than she expected based on the number of cars in the parking lot. She hoped that meant they’d taken a car there to avoid drinking and driving. Her Uncle Orlando told her plenty of stories about humans killing others because they’d driven intoxicated.


      The bartender smiled at her as he wiped the counter in front of her. “You’re a little young to be in here, aren’t you?”


      She tilted her head and allowed one corner of her mouth to lift like Aunt Suvi and Aunt Breslin taught her. “I’m old enough.”


      “I’m going to need to see some ID before I serve you.”


      Izzy resisted the urge to push him with her ability to manipulate human minds. Several of her aunts were born human. She would never disrespect them to that degree. Pulling her wallet out, she showed him the ID. It said she turned twenty-one last week, so she was good.


      He scanned it then nodded. “What would you like?”


      “I’ll take your best scotch. Neat, please. Can you tell me if you saw a tall guy with brown hair and amber eyes here last night?”


      He chuckled as he grabbed the McCallan. “That doesn’t narrow it down. He have a name?”


      Izzy forced a giggle, and it came out strangled. “Yeah, he does. His sleeve of animal tattoos might have stood out. And then there is the fact that he was with a Hispanic woman. She’s beautiful with long black hair.”


      The bartender’s head snapped up and he poured some Scotch on the counter before he caught himself. “Uh. I’m not certain.” He cleared his throat and set the drink down in front of her. “It’s on the house. I’ll be back to check on you in a few.”


      Izzy watched him walk away and picked up her drink then took it to her dad. “Thought you could use this,” she said as she gave him the glass. “That was a bust, but the bartender seemed suspicious.”


      Her dad bobbed his head and sipped the alcohol as he kept his gaze on the bartender. “His thoughts are all over the place. He definitely saw Hayden in here, but there’s nothing about when he left or the woman.”


      “I’d say he definitely met foul play,” Evzen interjected. “And I suspect the archdemons might have discovered how to cover their scent.”


      Bhric shook his head. “There’s no way to mask their power. It leaves a residue that taints the surroundings. That’s how we have these hot spots for human crime that eventually become doors from the Underworld.”


      “Och, I agree,” her dad said as he finished his drink. “Looks like we need to retrace his movements and see if it gives us any clues. We can have the alpha run patrols looking for demonic activity.”


      “And I’ll post on TRex asking for reports on Sterling’s last whereabouts,” Killian added.


      Hayden’s disappearance was far bigger than any of them realized. Izzy would let them know, but she hadn’t trusted her gut since her encounter with Troy, so she kept her mouth shut and tried to connect with the Goddess.


      Usually when she tried this she was engulfed with warmth and reassurance. Now there was nothing inside. That’s all she ever felt any more. Empty and vacant.
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      “What can I do for you, Blaine?” King Angus’s voice echoed throughout the two-story throne room and quieted all the chatter. The King and Queen were on the dais where the throne sat. They rarely used the formal furniture except when they held court once a week.


      Blaine swallowed and fought against pulling on his collar. He had never taken an investigation upon himself, but he couldn’t see Isis crying one more day. The witch and her sister had remained in the castle after her son was arrested for killing a dragon in his training class.


      Isis and Braeden, her mate, had insisted for almost two years that he was innocent and would shout it to the heavens every chance they got. Maahes had taken to switching guard duty when they were on the West parapet. The sisters spent most of their time allowing their kids to play in the gardens closest to the blacksmith’s shop and when you were on rounds there, they were outside bitching about how Angus had let them down and was tormenting Donovan unnecessarily.


      “I, uh, would like to investigate Troy’s death, Sire.” Blaine was certain he needed to follow this path. He’d been thinking it over for weeks now and was tired of being a coward. No one wanted to question the King or make it seem like he hadn’t done everything he could in any given situation, but he couldn’t remain quiet any more.


      You could hear a pin drop in the bustling throne room. Legette was at the table set off to the side of the hall where they usually conducted meetings. All of the knights there with him were staring at Blaine. Blaine felt the blood drop to his feet as the King narrowed his eyes on him. “I doona think I heard you right. What was it you wanted again?”


      The Queen leaned over and ran her hand up Angus’s forearm as she whispered in his ear. The King visibly relaxed, but Blaine didn’t assume he was in the clear. When Kiera sat back and shot Blaine a smile, he knew he had an ally in her.


      Blaine fell back on what he did best and spread his lips in a sensual smirk that never failed to make the females gaga. “Everyone has heard Isis proclaiming her son was forced into taking action, Sire. Initially we all took that as the rantings of an overprotective mother.” A low growl echoed through the quiet room making Blaine turn his head.


      He saw the witch in the corner of the throne room. She was wedged between several knights and had been leaning against the wall with a tapestry at her back. Her hair was waving around her face and the cloth hanging on the wall was rippling as if there was an invisible breeze. Please don’t hex me with impotence. She’d threatened him enough that the sight of her like this sent his heart racing.


      Blaine took a deep breath and pushed on. “No one has looked into his claims that Troy was possessed.”


      Isis barreled her way through the crowd that was watching the exchange with rapt attention. “That’s not what he said. If you’re going to look into this farce I would like the information to be accurate.”


      Angus sighed and turned to his assistant, Declan. “Bring Donovan here, please. I want to hear from him firsthand.” The King turned his attention back to Blaine and Isis. “I am not saying I will assign one of my top maahes to investigate, but I am willing to hear your proposal.”


      Isis stopped next to Blaine and bobbed her head. “I appreciate that Angus.” The witch had never addressed the King like the rest of Khoth. Their relationship had never been one where she was his subject. “All I have been asking is that someone look into what Donovan said about Troy. In my experience you should never ignore a complete personality change.”


      “She’s right, Sire. Every day I hear Isis and Pema discussing the spells that keep coming back empty and I can’t continue as if that isn’t significant,” Blaine explained.


      Lorne and Sloane returned with Donovan between them. Isis cried out when she saw the dark circles under her son’s eyes and the chains around his ankles. “I’m okay, mom.”


      Isis turned a glare on Angus. “This is how you treat my son, Angus? I promise you don’t want to mess with me and my sisters. We can make your life a living hell. What Cyril has done will pale in comparison.”


      Gasps filled the room from the thirty people watching. Pema and her mate, Ronan along with Braeden crossed to Isis. Braeden wrapped his arms around his mate. “Calm down, love. The King is willing to listen. Let’s have a conversation. There is no reason to burn bridges you guys have worked so hard to build.”


      Donovan’s shoulders fell even further as he squeezed his mom’s hand. “Dad is right. I don’t want you destroying this alliance. It’s important and if problems arise it will roll over onto Zander, Hayden, Evzen and Dante, as well.”


      Isis smiled at Donovan. “And Izzy.” Donovan’s face turned pink and he lowered his head.


      The King and Queen stood up and approached their group. “The last thing I want is to lose you as an ally. You and your sisters have done more to protect Khoth from the Unseelie than anyone else. I owe you more than I have given you and am profoundly sorry for that. I was too focused on my failure. I have no’ gotten past the fact that Zander and Elsie trusted me with their daughter, and she was hurt in my care.”


      Kiera grabbed one of Donovan’s hands and one of Isis’s. “I know we have let you down, but we are listening now.”


      Angus rested his palms on Kiera’s shoulders. “Tell us again what you experienced that night with Troy. I know this isna going to be pleasant for you, but we need to hear it again.”


      Donovan nodded his head up and down. “I was passing the media room and heard Izzy scream, so I rushed inside and found Troy trying to force her to…” The cambion’s words drifted off and his face turned green.


      The hall fell silent once more as everyone allowed Donovan the time to get past his revulsion. There wasn’t a soul present that didn’t understand. To force anyone into sex was reprehensible.


      “Izzy was telling Troy to stop, but he didn’t hear her. He felt different to me at that moment. There had always been something almost guarded about him, but right then he was unhinged and feral. His magic felt earthy and dark. It made my skin itch.”


      “Dragons doona have magic. You’re mistaken aboot that.” Angus’s fingers tightened on Kiera’s shoulder to the point she reached up and laid her hands over his.


      Donovan was shaking his head side to side. “I know that. That’s what I’m telling you. I hadn’t detected it before but there was undoubtedly magic in him. And before you doubt me, I have lived with the three most powerful witches in any realm. I know magic when I feel it. Troy was different.”


      “I spoke with Troy’s parents months ago and they noted the stress the training program was wearing on him. They were about to pull him out. They agonized over it but seeing him deteriorate nearly killed them. His death has left them a shell of the dragons they once were.”


      Angus started pacing in a short circuit. “Not to mention that dragons should be harder to kill.”


      “Precisely what kept bugging me,” Blaine blurted. “That coupled with Isis’s insistence and I haven’t been able to let it go.”


      “I can see your point. Like I said, I have been too damn focused on figuring out where I went wrong,” the King replied. “Are we sure there is anything there?”


      Blaine pursed his lips. The King had a point. He needed to make sure he hadn’t been unduly swayed to Isis’s side. “We can ask Blaze what he witnessed while training with Troy. The more corroboration, or not, will help ensure we have a clear picture.”


      Angus pulled his phone from his back pocket and tapped the screen. “Blaze we need you in the throne room.”


      One of the innovations Angus had returned from the Tehrex Realm with was the cell phone. They’d had computers and other tech for decades, but they hadn’t had devices that enabled them to place a call to each other across Khoth. Best part was they had video capabilities, as well. It made seducing females far easier for Blaine when he had to cancel at the last minute.


      Blaze waltzed into the hall a couple seconds later. He was a combination of his father and mother. He had Angus’s features and Kiera’s green hair and turquoise eyes. “How can I help?”


      Blaine discovered he was holding his breath while the King told him about Blaine’s request. “I’d like to know what you observed from Troy in the weeks leading up to the incident.”


      Blaze ran his hand over his chin. “he started out pretty strong but faded along the way. There were a couple times I swore he had a potion or amulet that helped him during tests, but we don’t have shops like Black Moon Sabbat that sells them, so I dismissed the idea. If you’re asking if I saw signs that he was capable of hurting Izzy like that the answer is no. I mean, it was obvious from day one that he had an interest in Izzy. Other than that, there was no indication he would become such a vile bastard.”


      “Och,” Angus growled then swept his arm in an arc. “Clear the fucking room. Now.”


      Blaine followed as everyone in the room shuffled through the open doors. “No’ you, Blaine. You stay here.”


      It was hard to believe he wasn’t in trouble given the King’s harsh tone. Blaine had adopted an attitude of live while you could after his parents had been killed by Buggane. At the moment he found it impossible to find that carefree attitude that drew all the females.


      Blaine noted Isis and her sister, and their mates stuck around along with Donovan. The second Declan closed the doors, the King turned to them. “Now that Blaine forced me to pull my head oot of my arse I can see that things doona add up. We need a plan to move forward and put this behind us.”


      “And free Donovan,” Isis insisted.


      “Mom, stop. I attacked Troy without thinking and I shouldn’t have killed him. I don’t regret what I did. Angus has no choice but to keep me locked up.”


      Kiera squeezed his forearm and Blaine watched as tears gathered in the Queen’s eyes. She was the heart of the realm and balanced the King’s harsh side. “You were protecting Izzy. Angus would have done far worse if he’d walked in on that scene.” Angus grunted at his mate’s assertion. Everyone else in the room was bobbing their heads.


      “Are there any pockets of magic users we aren’t aware of in the realm?” Pema directed the question to Legette who was Angus’s second. Legette was acting King during the thousand years the King was absent and Khoth was locked down.


      Legette crossed the room to a map of the realm hung on a wall. “Aside from this half of the realm where the Buggane had taken over, we have never identified other sections with higher concentrations of mystical energy.”


      Pema nodded as if she’d expected the response. “That’s what we have learned over the past two years.” Blaine had no idea where the witch was going with this. “There is a shop in the city where a gypsy sells potions that focus on herbal remedies for common aches and pains. There is also another store where a sorcerer sells candles and crystals, but no one sells amulets or concoctions that can boost performance or give a dragon an edge up during training and tests.”


      Isis jumped in with excitement in her voice. “And there is certainly nothing available to conceal someone’s true identity. For Troy to have changed so completely, he had to hide his true nature very well. When a being is capable of harming another in such a way there are telltale signs to a supernatural’s senses. We pick up on corruption even if it’s minor.”


      “Agreed,” Blaine interjected. “I was one of his instructors and spent hours around him without catching on. Like Blaze said there were times when I picked up decay. Problem is it was gone so fast I assumed it was my imagination. Easy enough to dismiss when I spend hours everyday hunting Buggane and being surrounded by rot.”


      Donovan crossed his arms over his chest. The normally bronzed skin was pale now, and the stark grey jumpsuit didn’t help matters. “How is this going to help? It just seems like we’re spinning our wheels here. None of this will change my fate.”


      Isis cupped his cheeks. “It means you didn’t use unnecessary force and aren’t responsible for his death. If he was messing with dark magic or Unseelie potions he brought this on himself.”


      The King clapped him on the shoulder. “She’s right, son. It matters if he died because of something he did to himself. Blaine, your investigation will take priority. Legette will ensure you have plenty of time to do what’s needed to gather the information. And I want to know if Cyril is somehow luring dragons in and poisoning them with his magic.”


      “Yes, Sire. I will start right away.” Blaine met Donovan’s gaze. “I promise you I will get to the bottom of this if it’s the last thing I do.”


      “I have no idea why you are doing this, but I appreciate it. Perhaps you could sneak me a better pillow.”


      Angus threw back his head and laughed. “Doona push it, Donovan. You’re lucky I give you the strawberry ice cream Izzy sends for you. It’s a delicacy in Khoth. I could sell it and make thousands.”


      Kiera rolled her eyes. “As if you care to make money. You would never deny Izzy anything.”


      Blaine listened to the others laugh and tease Donovan while he tried to slow his breathing and calm his heart. He had no idea where he would start with this shit. His heart started racing again. What the hell had he just gotten himself into?
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      Millie’s head was pounding. This afternoon hadn’t gone as she’d hoped. Carajo Puñeta. Nothing was panning out like she needed it to. Her boss was breathing down her neck to produce results. He’d been patient over the years as she gathered information and had been excited when she assured him that she’d finally located a paranormal. One that could shift from man to animal.


      And after hours of drawing blood, running tests and conducting experiments all she’d managed was to make his skin ripple. There was no doubt in her mind he had some hidden magic that allowed him to change into an animal. She had no idea which one, but she imagined it was a panther. She loved the animal and had tattooed one on her chest on a whim one night a few years ago.


      Or, given his size he could be a bear or even a massive wolf. And you think he’s going to show you his beast after you took a piece of his heart, pendeja? Her mother’s voice was always the one that challenged her when she hit a wall. She’d always been the one to push her to be better. Normally, she didn’t mind, but at the moment she hated hearing it. It made her feel like she was letting her mother down by using Hayden.


      Or perhaps it was that she felt like that because she hadn’t produced results yet. Millie shook her head. That was a pretty lie, but it wasn’t the truth. There is no way her mom would approve of her using a man just because he could turn into an animal.


      He’s not a man, Millie. He is an animal. If she truly believed that she wouldn’t drool over him every time she laid eyes on him. Or want to ride him like a pony.


      Millie lifted the cup of horchata and took a sip while she blanked her mind. None of that was getting her anywhere. It was unproductive, so she wouldn’t give it another second of her time.


      She needed to reach Hayden’s inner creature, whatever it was, and get its cooperation. And she needed to find a way to control him without using so much of the medication she’d concocted.


      She had no idea what the long-term side effects of so many of her supped-up sedatives would be on his body and his brain. If they damaged him permanently it would do her no good. She needed to limit his nutrients.


      Surely even men like him that had magic and an ability to shift forms thrived on calories and if she limited that he wouldn’t be as strong. The idea turned her stomach. She’d had to leave the building when the guards fed him a watered-down version of the chicken noodle soup that had been served in the cafeteria the day before.


      Seemed like she’d lost her damn mind because she wanted to give him her homemade arroz con grandules. There is no scenario where she should want to be making him dishes from her home country. And yet those are just a few of the thoughts she’d been battling since meeting Hayden.


      Growling at herself, she got up from her sofa and headed for the kitchen. A little man had taken up residence in her frontal lobe and was playing the drums using her grey matter at the moment.


      She grabbed the ibuprofen from a cabinet along with a glass that she filled with water. Her stomach rumbled reminding her she hadn’t eaten yet that day. She’d been too busy trying to figure out why the MRI machine produced a blurry image and what was wrong with her mass spectrometer.


      Every test she ran on Hayden was coming up either invalid or completely normal which made no sense. Millie could feel the energy emanating from him. It literally shocked her when she touched him. That was not normal by any stretch of the imagination.


      Opening the fridge, she decided on the rice that she had wanted to take to him that morning. Popping the lid, she placed the Tupperware into the microwave and took the pain relievers.


      How was she going to feed Hayden without it being cruel or raising eyebrows? Protein shakes would provide him with the necessary nutrients while allowing her to control how many calories he imbibed without Stan being a dick and giving him leftover slop.


      It wasn’t ideal. If he just cooperated with her then she could bring in treats for him. For one second she slipped into a fantasy where he shifted for her and gave her everything she needed and she in turn brought him mofongo, tostones, and pasteles.


      Fatten him up so you have bigger chunks to carve away? That wasn’t her mother that time, but her own voice. Before taking Hayden as her first subject, she thought she could easily dissect a paranormal and use that knowledge to create a super soldier.


      There was always some faction or another that wanted to attack the US and they needed soldiers capable of protecting them from harm. Sacrifice was necessary for most advancements whether they be medical, scientific, technological or something like improving shampoo or make-up. That cost was more often than not time, but there had been countless medical studies that resulted in deaths. It was a known part of any experiment.


      Millie yanked the door to the microwave so hard she broke one of the hinges. Sighing, she grabbed her food and carefully closed the door. She’d have to get that fixed at some point.


      Taking the Tupperware and her water to the recliner in her living room, she tucked her laptop under her arm so she could check on the results that were due in on Hayden’s blood work.


      Millie used one hand to shovel rice into her mouth while she opened her computer and logged on with the other. She practically invented multi-tasking. Within seconds she had her email open, had logged into the computer on the base and was contemplating if she should check in on Hayden or not.


      All she had to do when the urge came over her at the lab was turn her head and she saw him on the monitor in her office.  Now, she was home and would have to go into the program that would give her access.


      Before she allowed herself the indulgence, she shot a quick email to security and informed them she had a specific diet plan in mind for Subject 001 and that they should not give him anything until she arrived the next morning.


      That done, she sat back and finished her rice while thinking about how to eliminate her attraction to the hulking man. Problem was he was kinda freakin perfect in her opinion. He’d covered his body in animals which suited her just fine.


      She didn’t consider herself a tomboy or anything. She liked to dress up and wear sparkly things, but when she decided to mark herself, she’d chosen a panther. And then there was his build.


      She was tall for a woman and was far from a bean pole, so she needed her partner to be big. He certainly fit the bill. And then some. Millie’s fingers were in motion before her mind could detail any more of his features that she liked.


      Her first attempt to access the video logs was denied. With a curse she tried again and got the same results. Wondering if she’d been locked out, she checked her email but didn’t find anything from her boss about letting her go.


      Relieved, she went back to the login screen and tried a third time. For whatever reason that time worked, and she was watching Hayden as he prowled around his cell. That was the only description she could come up with.


      He didn’t pace. His movements were fluid and graceful. And he exuded an aura of ‘no jodas conmigo’ rather than one of ‘what do I do now.’ It was the opposite of what she’d anticipated. Anyone that had been drugged, kidnapped and experimented on would have been freaking the hell out at that point.


      Instead, Hayden was pissed. His muscles rippled and sweat dotted his forehead. His short brown hair wasn’t dirty or limp. It was gorgeous. She couldn’t see the color of his clothes and she was glad. They were only a reminder of how different he looked without the tight jeans and Henley that showcased his perfect muscles.


      He paused to examine the bars for the third time. She’d bet her next paycheck that he had tried to break the bars again. She’d been surprised earlier when he had managed to bend one of them a few millimeters.


      She had been assured that nothing could damage or escape the cells constructed with the metals used. One of the first things she discovered during her research was that paranormals were stronger than the average person.


      As if he could sense her eyes on him, Hayden looked in the corner where the cameras were hidden. He shouldn’t have known they were there. One of the soldiers that worked the night shift turned the corner and stopped.


      Millie could easily imagine him pissing himself as he caught sight of Hayden in his muscle-bound glory. Keeping a distance, the guard addressed Hayden. “I need to check your bandage and change it for a fresh one.”


      Thank fuck he hadn’t turned tail and run. Millie had been insistent that happen. The last thing they needed was for him to get an infection. The idea that she might cause such discomfort in him had the rice threatening a return visit on her.


      “Fuck off.” Hayden’s curse was sharp. It seemed to be his comeback for everything. He’d said it more in the past few hours than Millie had heard in the last decade of working with soldiers.


       “Doctor Seijo told me I had to ensure your wound is properly treated. I can do this the easy way, or I can use the three darts in my gun.”


      Millie jumped to her feet and her hands balled into fists. If she were there, she would give the idiot a piece of her mind. They would get nowhere by threatening him. Hayden leaned his head through the bars. “Tell the doctor to face me herself. You can leave that, and I’ll take care of the wound myself.”


      The guard’s face pinched and his head tilted to the side. Clearly these soldiers hadn’t expected to deal with a man that looked and sounded normal. They likely thought he wasn’t capable of cleaning himself. They were so far off base.


      Hayden had more intelligence in his little finger than the guard had entirely. Talking to him would never get boring. That was one of the reasons she had never dated much. Who the hell wants to hear about what their last workout routine had been? Or some other inane topic that bored her to death. She preferred to be alone.
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        * * *

      


      Hayden’s heart raced and his cock stirred when he smelled the spicy coconut scent he associated with Millie. He was baffled that his body was able to move that much. It had been three days by his estimation since she’d run the tests on him, and he was barely able to lift his arm at this point.


      They’d changed his meals since that first dinner of watery soup. The protein shakes taste good but give him little energy. Of course, he needed far more than the three drinks they’d been giving him each day.


      Not ingesting enough food to fuel his body had left him weaker than he ever realized possible. It didn’t help that any time he expended what little energy he had and attacked the bars he was hit with one of those vile darts.


      It wasn’t until after Millie’s first round of tests that he realized there were nasty side effects of the sedatives. They made his mouth taste like rotten peaches and blurred his vision. The dead orchard he could deal with. It was everything being little more than wavy shapes that had sweat coating his body and his breaths heaving out in choppy waves.


      Never before had he not been able to see a clear picture of his surroundings. That left him feeling wide open and exposed. Anyone or anything could have come at him and he wouldn’t have known he was in danger until it was too late, so he had been awake and on high alert ever since.


      “You haven’t slept.” Her voice with its Spanish accent was an intimate caress on his battered senses.


      His eyes slipped closed of their own accord and he was finally able to take a deep breath. “As if I would while being held a prisoner. It’s not safe here. You more than proved that when you cut my chest open.” He rubbed the injury. It was still covered with gauze because it had yet to heal. Another impossibility he laid at her feet.


      If he didn’t know better, he would swear she was a dark sorceress. Thankfully, there wasn’t a single hint that she was something more than human. He’d analyzed everything from her energy signature to her scent in minute detail to be certain she wasn’t masking her true identity.


      Millie gasped and brought her hand to her chest. “You made that necessary. I told you it wouldn’t be pleasant if you didn’t cooperate.”


      “And you’re a female of your word.” That would have been an attribute if she was on his side.


      “I am a woman of my word. It’s time for more tests and I would like your cooperation. I can give you the dignity of walking on your own to my lab if you agree or I can bring Stan in and we can use the tranquilizers.” Her throat worked as she spoke. Hayden watched her closely and noticed her face was pinched and her knuckles were white. She wasn’t happy about harming him.


      Alright, so that might be wishful thinking on his part, but he was going with that delusion. It had his mind churning over ways he could seduce her so he could catch her with her guard down. That was his best shot at escaping this hell hole.


      “I’ll go peacefully, but I will not willingly allow you to slice me open. Yes, I’ve heard the guards talking about how you plan a vivisection next.” Overhearing that discussion had made him throw up the shake he’d just consumed and lose the much-needed calories.


      There was no way this female was his Fated Mate like he initially suspected. His other half would never be able to so much as consider cutting him open like that so she could play with his insides in search of the magic that fueled him. Why that left him with a broken heart he had no idea. You’ll still get her in your bed before this is through.


      “I will not harm you if you give me what I want willingly,” she promised as she withdrew a key and unlocked his cell.


      He froze in place torn between wanting to knock her out and run for it and following through on his vow. This was the first time they had done so without drugging him first. He never really expected her to follow through on that promise.


      Using his arms, he pushed to his feet and groaned. There was no way he had enough energy to fight off the soldiers in the compound and get past her. Plan B it is then. Seduction was a far more pleasant prospect anyway.


      It galled him to have to use the wall and bars to steady himself as he walked out of his cell. She gave him a wide berth and watched with pursed lips. “Down the hall and to the right.” She was pissed which only confused the hell out of him.


      He was dizzy and his heart was pounding weakly against his ribs. He didn’t have enough fueling him for it to race properly. Deciding to continue with his delusion of her liking him and not wanting to hurt him, he told himself she was angry that he hadn’t been treated better.


      He growled when he turned the corner and saw Stan standing there with two guards at his back. They were damn lucky he didn’t want to use his energy to attack them. “In that room, right?”


      “I’m surprised you remember the way. You were pretty out of it the last time you visited.” Millie passed him as he stood in the entry watching what the soldiers were going to do. She pushed a metal tray table out of the way and gestured for him to come in.


      In place of the slab that he had been on before, there was a hospital bed with the head propped up. Hayden collapsed onto the hard mattress and winced when his hip protested. How the mighty have fallen. The Omega was nearly brought to his knees by sitting down. His rage increased to epic proportions just then and the influx of adrenalin almost made him make a move.


      They would pay eventually for what they’d done to him. Right now, he needed to be smart about how he handled the situation. “What would you like this time? Another piece of my heart?”


      She chuckled and pushed the tray toward him. “I’d like some blood, but I want you to shift forms for me first, so I can test your animal.”


      Hayden shook his head side to side. “That will never happen.”


      “I thought you were going to cooperate.” Her gaze never lifted to his face as she arranged supplies on the tray.


      “I am cooperating. You can inject me if you want. Not that it will force me to shift.”


      She sighed and watched him with her arms crossed over her chest. It pushed her breasts up and together and elicited more arousal from him. His cock got semi-erect. It was the most his body could do under the circumstances.


      He decided to go with the warmth flowing through his veins. “I will have you in my bed soon enough, mi alma.” Hayden started calling Millie that in his head over the past few days but hadn’t meant to let her know he didn’t loathe her entirely. The way her eyes flared told him his mistake was working on her. “You might as well give in now so we can both have some pleasure. You won’t want another male after being in my bed.”


      Her arousal filled the space between them teasing him. “I can’t be with anyone that turns into an animal.” Her words felt like a bullet to the heart despite how softly spoken they were. It was a lie. Her body betrayed her true desires.


      He should be disgusted by her and stop pursuing intimacy to focus on finding another avenue of escape. Problem was he couldn’t stop wanting her. His plan to use her to escape then have sex with her and walk away was solid. When did sex come into the picture?


      “You don’t find me attractive?”


      “You’re good looking but you know that which is why you’re trying to use your charm to seduce me.” Her voice was soft, and her eyes glued to his mouth. Her longing pulsed between them.


      Beauty and brains. A lethal combination for Hayden. “You know you want to kiss me.”


      “Carajo Puñeta.” The curse slid from her lips easily surprising him. He pictured her as one of those cultured females that refused to sully themselves with using such crass language. But he had to admit it didn’t sound like a dirty word the way she said it.


      Hayden turned and dropped his feet off the side of the bed. She was right there and before she could step away, he bracketed her hips with his thighs and gripped her hips. The position put them eye to eye. He got lost in her dark brown depths for a second until she licked her lips.


      His gaze dropped and he leaned toward her slowly. He wanted to give her time to pull back. She would likely never admit it, but she wanted him. The scent of coconut thickened, taking on more than a hint of feminine desire.


      His fingers dug into the flesh of her hips as he pressed his mouth to hers. Electricity zapped between them and made her gasp. He took advantage and slid his tongue inside to dance along hers.


      Every stroke made his heart race faster and his cock get harder. Her flavor exploded on his taste buds. She groaned and grabbed the tops of his shoulders. He was about to deepen the kiss when she pushed him away and took a step back.


      Her chest was heaving, her eyes had brightened, and her lips were red and swollen. So. Fucking. Sexy. He couldn’t acknowledge how that kiss had been the best of his life. Or how he was already addicted to her and wanted more. None of it made sense to him.


      He took a deep breath and pulled his legs back onto the bed. Pull your head out of your ass. Right. He only felt this way because of the life and death situation he was currently in. He had never been this vulnerable before. Of course, it would heighten everything he experienced.
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      You reap what you sow. Hayden was going to enjoy teaching Millie this life lesson. The infuriating female kept taking his blood and cutting into his body. His chest still hurt from where she’d cracked it open to watch his heart in action.


      He had no idea how he’d ever contemplated her being his other half. She was evil. There was no other way to look at her actions. And a superb actress to boot. The tears shining in her eyes as she sliced him open had been nothing but a ploy to try and soften him up.


      He didn’t like her. At. All. No, really, he hated her. Yeah, the lie wasn’t convincing him either. That didn’t mean he was going to betray his kind and lead her and her simple-minded soldiers to his shifters, or any other supernatural for that matter.


      He would enjoy making her pay for what she’d done to him. And how do you know she wasn’t forced? That didn’t matter. She had freewill and she chose to torment and torture him. The whispered pleas, telling him she would reward him if he just gave her what she needed.


      The incongruence in her words and actions made his head spin most days. She always used soft words and gave up on the threats to harm him more. She hadn’t, however, stopped saying she was close to capturing his friends who were looking for him. She had mastered the ability to appear torn between her duty and her desire. That was the only thing he didn’t doubt. Her attraction to him. The female was aroused by him constantly which fuzzed his mind and made it even harder for him to think straight.


      Heels clicking on the pavement made his heart race at the same time his blood heated when spicy coconut reached his nose. He clenched his teeth and ran his hand over his chest. The staples were a grim reminder of what she’d done to him.


      “I came to check on you. Will you cooperate while I examine your wound?” Why did her voice have to be like a silk caress for his senses?


      Hayden narrowed his eyes. “You mean the massive incision from where you cracked me open so you could play with my insides. I shouldn’t be surprised that you get off on beating hearts. You are one sick bitch.”


      Her eyes flared and she jerked as if he’d slapped her across the face. “I need to make sure you are healing and infection free before I leave for the night.”


      “Must be nice to have a soft bed to go home to. And real food at hand.” With care, Hayden turned and lowered his back to the hard stone. The thin blanket and flat pillow weren’t much cushion for his aching back.


      Millie knew the drill by now. If he was prone like this, he would allow her to tend to his wounds. They’d built a trust of sorts, if you’d call it that. The metal jangled as she unlocked the door and slid it open. It grated on his nerves and was, yet another reminder of his predicament.


      Her scent intensified as she got closer. Time to count the marks in the ceiling. It was easier than looking at her beautiful face. He almost caved and glanced at her when she caught her breath. It’s just another act of hers.


      Her breath caressed his face as she knelt next to him and set her bag down. Her fingers were gentle as she lifted one corner of the tape. “This is healing far faster than the wound from the initial biopsy did. Do you have enhanced healing capabilities? I wasn’t sure because you haven’t shown any consistency in that respect.”


      Hayden didn’t want to tell her anything. He’d wondered why he hadn’t healed as fast initially. He was so much weaker now because he wasn’t being fed, but wounds sealed faster now. “I usually heal faster than this. If you fed me properly, I would be in much better shape.”


      She winced then remained silent as she removed the dressing. “I have provided you with a supplement that provides all the minerals and nutrients you should require.” Her hands were quick and efficient as they placed a fresh cover over his incision, yet they branded him with each touch.


      “The nutrients maybe, but not even close to enough calories to survive, let alone endure the endless testing and torture.”


      She finished treating him and returned the supplies to her bag. “I am pleased to see the incision closing. It fits with the high number of cells I have seen in your samples. Let the guards know if you feel sick or start running a fever.” She cleared her throat then stood and turned to leave.


      Hayden couldn’t keep his gaze off her any more and watched her ass sway as she walked out of his cell. She closed the door and met his gaze for several tense seconds. The heat in her eyes reminded him of the time he’d kissed her. It had been brief, but he couldn’t forget how soft her mouth was or how sweet she tasted.


      Too bad he couldn’t continue to play this game with her. He needed to get out and return to his home and warn everyone the government was looking for their kind. Question was, did he still plan to take her with him?


      Yes! He had a lesson to teach her, after all.
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      Hayden sat up and groaned when his head spun in circles. He had to close his eyes to keep the nausea at bay. Protein shakes had been his staple for countless days now and he was certain his body was eating itself to survive.


      He was the Omega, but he was severely weakened at this point. Biding his time and trying to seduce Millie wasn’t working. She didn’t have a heart, so the effort was completely wasted. He was through trying to get her on his side. He never should have entertained the idea to begin with.


      Escaping right away would have been the responsible thing to do. He was really questioning his sanity and his ability to be the Omega his shifters needed. He’d caused his current predicament. If he hadn’t tried to enlist the humans and revealed his existence, he would be at home eating a home cooked meal.


      Right. Time to leave. The guards had become lax in the days since Hayden had arrived. That had been the second part of his plan. To lull them into a false sense of security. He was weak as fuck, but still strong enough to kick their asses. That is if he faced them one at a time.


      “Stan!” Hayden needed to get him to open his cell.


      Footsteps echoed informing Hayden the soldier was approaching him. He kept his eyes closed and his head lowered to his chest. A huff of annoyance preceded the infuriating voice. “What do you want? It’s not time for your daily tests.”


      Hayden tried to lift his head and let it fall back down. “I don’t feel so good. I need something more than the meal replacement you’ve been giving me.”


      “Nice try. You aren’t getting shit.” Stan turned to leave when the newest guard turned the corner. “Go back to the office,” Stan ordered his colleague.


      “What happens if he doesn’t make it? Cause he looks like shit,” the new guy replied.


      “Dr. Seijo will kick your asses if she loses me.” Hayden made his voice raspy and added a couple coughs for good measure.


      Stan stopped and turned around at that. “Dr. Seijo isn’t the one that frightens me.”


      “Well, she frightens me.” The new guard shuddered and shuffled his feet.


      Stan lifted one corner of his lips at the new guy. “That’s because you haven’t met her boss. That fucker would make you shit your pants. Get him a sandwich to shut him up.”


      Hayden wanted to smile. His plot was working. The fact that Stan was terrified of Millie’s boss meant nothing. She was the one cutting him open. She’d removed small pieces of his organs, not this mysterious male.


      It was difficult to remain in place while the two disappeared. The new guard was back before long and sliding a sandwich through the opening that hadn’t closed since Hayden broke it when he arrived.


      When he tried to get up and retrieve the food, Hayden allowed himself to collapse. A grunt left him when his head bounced off the concrete bed he’d been sleeping on. Stars danced across his vision and for several seconds he wasn’t faking it.


      The inadvertent mishap made the guard gasp then unlock the door and rush inside. Bile played ping pong at the back of Hayden’s throat, making him wonder if he was going to puke on the male or manage to execute his plan.


      The second a hand landed on his shoulder Hayden sprang into action. It was more of an awkward lunge. He fell on the guard who had managed to roll to his side. The two of them became a tangle of limbs that writhed wildly while throwing punches and kicks.


      Hayden was nailed in the chest by the guard which caused black spots to dance in his vision. Holding on by the skin of his teeth, he wrapped one thick forearm around the soldier’s neck and squeezed while shifting positions, so he was at the guy’s back.


      Hayden reached for the keycard he’d seen the guards using to come and go from a door just beyond Millie’s lab. “It won’t get you out of here,” the soldier said in gasping breaths.


      Hayden loosened his hold to allow him easier breaths. “Why not? It opens the other doors in the compound.”


      “But it doesn’t activate the elevator. You need a fingerprint for that.”


      Hayden’s arm tightened once again. “Then I’ll take your hand with me. I am getting out of here.”


      Alarms started blaring and red lights flashed along the ceiling in the hall outside his cell. Hayden released the guard and jumped to his feet, bracing himself on the wall. He kicked the soldier in the abdomen several times making him curl into a ball.


      The loud screeching sound was followed by shouting and feet stomping down the hall. Hayden was in the hallway when Stan and two others reached him. Bracing his legs apart, Hayden threw his fists at those closest to him.


      He heard the pop that signaled the dart gun and immediately ducked to avoid being hit. He hadn’t been drugged since the early days and he didn’t want that on top of being weak. His head spun so much he was grateful he wasn’t far from the ground.


      Now was not the time to pass out. He was out of the cell and needed to get the fuck out of the compound. The massive adrenaline dump gave him more energy than he’d had in days and he was able to kick the legs out from under one of the guards.


      Hayden grabbed the guy and punched him in the nose. Blood spurted out and poured down his face. He kept the guy in front of him to act as a shield. He managed to grab the stick from the guy and swung it at Stan’s head.


      Stan ducked, but not fast enough. Hayden’s arm shook from the impact of the weapon. Stan hit the floor on his knees with a shout, his hand flying to his head. He was bleeding, but not like the guy in Hayden’s grasp.


      Four more guards came pounding down the hallway, making Hayden’s heart gallop in his chest. It still hurt from where Millie had cut away a section of his rib cage and this wasn’t making it any better.


      Hayden swung the weapon wildly as he pushed his way forward. He forced Stan to retreat several steps. “Shoot the asshole,” Stan ordered.


      Several pops echoed and the guard in his hands jerked. Hayden didn’t bother checking to see what had happened. He felt the bullets penetrate the guy’s body a second before two darts slammed into his shoulders. One of them skimmed Hayden’s fingers.


      The sting told him he’d been cut by the thing. Thankfully, it had lodged itself in the guard and not Hayden. He continued fighting for all he was worth trying to make it to the elevator.


      Hayden’s mind wasn’t working properly, or he never would have left his rear open like he had. A ferocious growl echoed through the space when the back of Hayden’s head was struck by something flat and hard.


      Turning, Hayden snarled when he saw that the guard that had brought him the sandwich had gotten to his feet and attacked him with the serving tray. Shit really went sideways then.


      Stan yanked the soldier from Hayden’s grasp and the other guards fired at him again. A bullet tore through his abdomen while three darts landed in his torso. He swayed on his feet before lumbering toward the wall. He needed to make a smaller target.


      He tried to focus and call on his feline form so he could shift into a house cat and take off. His skin rippled and his mantle surged in his chest then went cold before he managed a full shift. His aching head hit the wall and he was on the floor.


      Chaos surrounded him, but he couldn’t move. The guards yelled and waved their hands. They’d all stopped attacking him. That wasn’t a good sign. Clearly, he was no longer a risk to them. His stomach roiled and his heart stuttered. He could hardly catch his breath. Was he going to die?


      He blinked a couple times and watched the soldiers approach him then the blackness took over completely.
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      Millie’s hand went to her stomach to try and tide the nausea churning there. Hayden was covered in cuts and bruises. “What the hell happened?”


      A groan came from Hayden while Tom shifted from foot to foot. Stan was supposed to be there with his unit, but Tom’s was on duty instead. Clearly something had gone down before she’d come in that morning.


      Millie turned her glare on Tom when he didn’t respond. Tom swallowed and took a deep breath. “The subject tried to escape. He tricked Ed and the others had to intervene to return him to his cell.”


      “You tried to escape? That wasn’t very smart.” Millie understood why Hayden wanted out of there, but her chest ached at the thought he was injured while trying to get away from them.


      Her boss, Jack, had created an impenetrable base that was largely underground. There would be no escape for Hayden. There were bio-scans along with keycard entry and deadbolts to deal with. And guards at every level. Not to mention the endless corridors. He would need to know the ins and outs of the system, including where the weaknesses were.


      “Of course, I tried to escape. I refuse to die at your hands.” Hatred glowed in Hayden’s dark brown eyes. Seemed he’d finally rediscovered his loathing. It made appearances at various times, but always seemed to lessen when they spent any amount of time together.


      “My intention is not to kill you, Hayden. And life would be so much simpler if you would cooperate with me.” No, your intention is only to take what you want from him and torture him in the process.


      Millie had lied to herself, reasoning that it was okay if she experimented on him because she was saving herself from her boss’s wrath and eliciting some measure of not quite happiness or pleasure, but something more in Hayden at the same time. Two birds with one stone and all that. No es un juguete, Milagro.


      What total bullshit. She’d been lying to herself all along. That knowledge nearly sent her to her knees. Force of will was the only thing keeping her upright. That and the need to make it right. She had no idea how she was going to do that, but she wouldn’t be able to if she was relieved of her position.


      She’d had a hard time conducting her experiments. Every scientist had encountered the animal right’s activists and experienced the brunt of their objections. It wasn’t that she had no sympathy for the creatures. She just happened to see the benefit of using them for advancements. It was all for the greater good.


      Never took you for delusional. She wasn’t kidding herself. That was the goal for the program she’d helped spearhead. She’d dedicated her entire adult life to researching the supernatural in the hopes of enhancing humans. There was so much good that could come from her experiments, not just creating an unbeatable soldier.


      “You keep lying to yourself, mi alma.” The fact that Hayden sounded defeated and hadn’t looked her way once made her want to rush to him and convince him she meant him no harm. Doubt kept her rooted in place.


      She didn’t see Hayden as an animal for her to use. Not any more. He was more man than anything. Every test she’d run had proven that to her. And cutting into him and causing injuries hadn’t sat well with her, so she ‘d tried to do it in a way that left him in as little pain as possible.


      Oh God, she really was delusional. There was no way she could minimize the pain of being sliced open. She’d been fooling herself. And seeing him beaten like this only added insult to injury.


      In her mind he was unbeatable. His current condition only highlighted how wrong she had been in her thinking that she was treating him right. “Has anyone checked to see if he needs emergency intervention.”


      Ed sputtered and flapped his hands. “Are you kidding? He injured seven guards severely. Two are in comas and it’s not clear if they will ever wake. Another has a broken femur.”


      Pride tried to work its way into her chest. She was only partially able to hold it at bay. He’d beaten so many after almost two weeks of being drugged and underfed. They were barely giving him five hundred calories a day in the protein shakes. He shouldn’t have enough energy to stand up, let alone fight like that. Pride in him puffed her chest out. She liked seeing him kick ass.


      “And they’re in a hospital receiving care. Yet the asset is lingering without even water in a cell. If he dies it will be on your head.” Millie wanted to rush in there and ensure Hayden was alright. “Get my kit and a shake and bring it here right away.”


      What the hell? She was responsible for getting the secret to his existence so she could alter human DNA. The second Jack discovered Hayden had managed to fight at all he was going to want to increase the testing. He’d take everything from Hayden. Especially, since they were close to capturing the friends searching for him.


      The thought chilled her blood.


      He shouldn’t be used like this. It made her think of Hitler and the concentration camps. At the moment she didn’t feel any better. It had been easy to agree to be a part of this when she thought of the subjects as animals with no thoughts or feelings. That didn’t apply here.


      What was she going to do now that she no longer saw him as a test subject? First thing was to make sure he was alright. She paused with her key close to the lock. “I’m coming in now. Can I trust you not to harm me?”


      Hayden growled. The sound so animalistic it made her temporarily rethink how she saw him. “As long as you don’t bring your scalpel with you, I won’t lash out.”


      Millie unlocked the door and entered the cell. Her steps faltered as she got closer. He was covered in cuts and bruises. And she was sure he had more than one gunshot wound.


      Her hands balled into fists when she saw that. She should have insisted on removing their guns. Dart guns were sufficient with her special mixture. Thank God she had discovered that little concoction. Or not. It was the reason they were able to capture Hayden in the first place.


      She knelt by his side and ran a finger gently down his arm. His big body shuddered, and he let out a groan. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


      “And I’m supposed to believe that?” His voice was harsh and angry.


      Millie refused to lower her head in shame. She’d been doing her job. “I’m trying to help you.”


      There was a nasty hole in his arm. This was the first time she saw any sign of possible infection. The skin around the injury was puffy and red. She needed to examine it closely. Thankfully, Ed returned at that moment with her bag and the shake.


      “You shouldn’t leave the door open like this, Dr. Seijo. He could have attacked you and tried to escape again.”


      Millie got to her feet and thrust her hands on her hips. “You will do well to remember who is in charge here. I don’t take orders from you.” Snatching her satchel from his hand, she snarled, “You can go and lock the door on your way out.”


      Ed mumbled under his breath as he stalked out of the cell. She returned to Hayden’s bed and set her supplies down then pulled on a pair of gloves. There was no pus when she prodded the wound, but it didn’t look good.


      “Are you allergic to any antibiotics? I need to give you an injection to ensure this doesn’t get any worse.”


      Hayden finally turned his head toward her. The movement was slow and caused him pain. “I’ve never needed anything of that nature, so I have no idea. You can always let me go and my healer will take care of me.”


      “You know I can’t do that.” She poured saline on some 4x4’s and wiped as much of the blood and dirt from his skin as possible without causing him more pain.


      “You can, you just choose not to. You’re lying to yourself if you think otherwise.” He glanced away with that.


      He was right. Problem was, she didn’t see a way out of the situation at this point. And, doing anything to help him get out of there would result in her termination and possible incarceration.


      Ignoring him, she focused on treating him and noticed at least six wounds from darts. “How many times did they dose you?” She had wondered how much he could take more than once and worried about him being killed on accident. One injection would kill a man.


      “I have no idea. I was busy fighting for my life. But it was a lot. That’s why I can’t lift my head yet.” Hayden rarely showed her any vulnerability and she wondered why he had now.


      “Carajo Puñeta,” she cursed. “None of this was supposed to be like this. This whole program was designed to enhance human DNA to make better soldiers. And find cures for diseases.”


      “It isn’t yours to take. Train better soldiers, give them better weapons, anything aside from stealing the life of an innocent.” Hayden’s censure made her chest clench.


      “Scientific and medical advances occur by using every available resource and exploring new boundaries.”


      Hayden scoffed at that. “And that makes your actions okay? What you are doing is wrong.”


      “Without animal testing, humans would still be dying from countless diseases.”


      “Does that help you sleep at night? Is that how you live with torturing someone that wanted to have a drink with you, maybe make love to you?”


      Heat engulfed Millie. “What?” Arousal battled with guilt for dominance in her mind. On the one hand she liked the idea that Hayden was attracted to her, but on the other she was ashamed of how she’d been treating him.
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      Hayden groaned. His body hurt more than ever before. Even as a stripling, training with Zander, Killian and Evzen he hadn’t felt so much agony. They’d all been clumsy and broken more than one bone, but it paled in comparison to this.


      He tried to sit up, but he couldn’t even lift his head. His mind was fuzzy, and his arms and legs were numb. “You heard me.” He hated what Millie had put him through, yet he still wanted her. That pissed him off more than her actions. He shouldn’t be attracted to her at all.


      “Look, Hayden. I’m sorry you’re hurt and suffering. I hate it more than you will ever know and I wish things were different.” For a second there it sounded like she genuinely felt bad. He could use that to convince her to help him.


      His thoughts were scattered, and he struggled to concentrate enough to recall his last thought let alone devise a plan to get her on his side. “Things can be different.”


      Millie’s hands were soft as she carefully cleaned his wounds. “You’re right. If you would cooperate with me and tell me what I need to know I could save you from more pain.”


      “What do you want to know? How to make a shifter?” He laughed at that. “It’s not possible.” He hadn’t meant to say that out loud.


      Millie’s hand flew to her mouth to cover her gasp. Sticking with his new masochistic streak, he immediately missed her touch. “What do you mean not possible? The computer has identified parts of your genetic code. You have many similarities to people.”


      “And can you create a human in a lab?”


      Her brow furrowed like it always did when she was working through a problem. “Yes, as long as we have sperm and an egg, we can unite them to create an embryo ready for implantation.”


      This was the wrong avenue to take her down. Last thing he wanted was for her to add sperm retrieval to her list of tests. Liar. You want her to get the sample with her mouth.


      “But does that make it right? Just because you can doesn’t mean you should.” Hayden was tired of having the same conversation with the female.


      “You can save your friends from your fate if you give me what I need.”


      “You will never find my friends.” They’d remained hidden for centuries. And still would be if it hadn’t been for you. For the millionth time since his capture, he wondered why he’d taken action that put all of the Tehrex Realm in jeopardy.


      Millie pulled her cell phone from her pocket with a grim look on her face. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. We’re very close.”


      She tapped an app and turned the phone to him. His blood froze in his veins and he sat up in a rush despite his fatigue and pain. Zander and Bhric were fighting a group of soldiers. It was obvious to Hayden that his friends were trying to hold back. His heart galloped in his chest.


      Knowing Zander, he didn’t want to give them any hint about their abilities and he didn’t want to kill them either. Hayden winced when a bullet slammed into Zander’s shoulder. His eyes flashed black and one corner of his mouth lifted to reveal a fang.


      Fuck! They knew he was a vampire. No doubt they were very eager to get their hands on him. Bhric tossed the soldier that had shot his brother at another one before the view shifted. He saw Evzen punching a soldier while three more crept up behind him and Izzy running toward a male. She’d been through enough. They couldn’t capture her.


      For the first time since he was captured, Hayden felt his mantle stir. His friends were in danger and they were close to the Virginia pack lands. He recognized the area from his visits. That was far too close for his comfort. He prayed his animals would emerge so he could get the fuck out of there, but they disappeared along with his energy.


      He slumped against the wall and watched the melee. He made a mental note to have the local pack moved. For the millionth time he wished that he was magical so he could get the fuck out of there. If he was a sorcerer like Evzen and Jace he could have opened a portal and gotten out of dodge that first night.


      His friends had all been shot and were at a point that they were in danger of being captured. Zander had barely avoided a dart a second before. Get the fuck out of there. Hayden’s mind screamed the warning helpless to do anything else. As if they’d heard him, the three males disappeared.


      “How do they disappear? Clearly vampires exist, so I imagine witches are real, too, but I want to know how they up and vanish.” His heart skipped a beat. That meant they didn’t manage to grab Zander and the others.


      “That’s what happens when we die. We disappear with nothing left behind. Why am I not surprised you guys are murderers, too?”


      “That can’t be right,” Millie murmured. “That girl didn’t look like she’d been hurt. She was just a teenager…” Her voice trailed away, and shadows crossed her eyes.


      “What did you think would happen when you attacked innocent people?” He searched the screen for any sign of Suvi. She had to be close to make them disappear like that. That was the only reason he could think they’d vanish like that. And he doubted Evzen could have concentrated enough to cast the spell.


      “They’re…gone?”


      “Yes,” he snarled at her. “You can tell your boss he’s failed. You will never get your hands on them now.” Hayden didn’t believe Zander would let this go. He’d search high and low for him and sooner or later Millie’s soldiers would get their hands on them.


      Zander had been right all along. Where the fuck was the Goddess when they needed her? It seemed as if she had forsaken Hayden. As long as she didn’t turn her back on the Tehrex Realm, he would understand. After all, he’d gone against her wishes.


      “What have I done?” Tears filled Millie’s eyes when she lifted them to him.


      He never would have thought a woman like Millie capable of torture, but she was. It was a fact he needed to remember. She wasn’t an innocent female in this whole scenario.


      He had to convince her to help him get the fuck out of there and soon. Then he’d teach her a lesson for messing with the Omega. He’d tie her to his bed and spank her for disobeying his commands.


      As much as he wanted to deny the erotic thoughts, he couldn’t. He would eventually have her in his bed. After everything she’d put him through, it’s the least he deserves. She looked lost as she knelt between his knees.


      He poured all of his energy into cupping the back of her neck. He gazed at her for several heated seconds, allowing his desire to rise to the fore of his mind. It was difficult to drown out the way he felt betrayed by her.


      I need to taste her again. The thought quickly became a compulsion, and his head was lowering to hers. Her breathing quickened and her eyes dilated. He groaned when she ran her tongue along her bottom lip.


      Their breaths intermingled and he tightened his grip on her neck before he broke contact and sank back against the wall again. He was in deep shit if he couldn’t hold onto his anger at this delectable female.
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      “Do you have any news?”


      Blaine cringed at the hope in Avanna, Troy’s mother’s voice. He had talked with his parents before approaching the King given his long-time friendship with Theodore, his fellow maahes. To his surprise both Avanna and Theodore had been happy at his request because they insisted it wasn’t their son that had been killed by Donovan.


      It seemed like wishful thinking for dragons that had waited a thousand years to find each other then be blessed by the King so they could have children. The worst part, Blaine kinda believed them. After all parents experienced the loss of the connection to their child like a physical ache when they died.


      “What have I told you, Avanna?” Theo interrupted before Blaine could come up with an excuse.


      “I know he never promised us anything. And I know there is a chance he was using substances that could have altered our connection to him. But you know as well as I do that wasn’t our son that was killed.” Avanna crossed her arms over her chest as they stood behind their house.


      When Theodore had mated Avanna, he had chosen not to move from the forest on the outskirts of Sordette. The dragon knight was a beloved member of the area and Avanna had given up her apartment in the city of Duamutef to join him.


      Blaine preferred living in Duamutef close to the castle where he had easy access to the females, so being out in the open like this with nothing but trees and wildlife surrounding him was unnerving.


      “You’re right, I can’t promise you I will discover anything that will answer the questions you have, but I will be diligent in my investigation and share everything I discover with you.” And hopefully not make you hate me in the process.


      After all, he was trying to clear Donovan’s name and get him freed. If Blaine proved Donovan was left with no choice because of Troy’s actions that was going to confirm the allegations of attempted rape. The maahes would lose Theodore if that happened. Blaine knew Theo well enough to know he would leave the force. It would reflect poorly on him that he hadn’t taught his son better. No one would trust him ever again.


      “Unless you’d rather not hear details of anything uh, bad that I might find,” Blaine added, wanting to save them any more pain.


      Theo narrowed his eyes and growled low in his throat. Blaine couldn’t understand the emotion behind it. He preferred to play the field and hadn’t sought the company of the new Tuya that had been identified in the realm over the last couple decades.


      “I want to know every detail. I can’t believe my son became such a scrote. We raised him to be better than that,” Theo insisted through a clenched jaw.


      Blaine slapped his shoulder. “I know you did which is why I went to Angus about this. I couldn’t let it go and I’m tired of canceling dates because I can’t think straight, so I will be getting to the bottom of this.”


      Theo’s jaw unclenched at that and he dangled a key in the air. “Here’s a key to Troy’s studio. He spent most of his time there when he wasn’t at the castle training. We haven’t been able to go in since…you know where to find us if you have questions.”


      Blaine nodded and took the offering and headed away from the couple. He felt their gazes on his back until he’d entered the small house and closed the door behind him. Taking a breath, he stood there and took in the place. Like most dragon homes, it was built with a large circular room in the center with the bathroom and bedroom branching off that.


      Their dragons needed a big enough place to come out and rest when needed. Unlike ninety-nine percent of the Cuelebre dragons living on Khoth, Troy’s central space wasn’t clean and clear. He hadn’t let his dragon out in the place in a long time, if ever.


      The clutter in and around the room made Blaine cringe as his breathing became shallow. His dragon clawed at his insides being so closed in. There was only one door on the exterior wall. Blaine walked around two tables laden with jars, papers, cups and various dried plants then skirted a chair and sofa.


      A loud crack filled the air and echoed around the domed space. Blaine lifted his foot to see a broken ceramic bowl. Looked like it had some kind of fish in it. At least that was his assumption given the discolored scales and putrid odor.


      “Damn, someone should have come in here and cleaned this place,” Blaine muttered to himself. The place gave him the creeps. Maybe Troy haunted the place still. There was an unseasonable chill in the air.


      Energy sizzled along his skin when he clasped the handle of the door. Blaine closed his eyes and tried to decipher its origins. It wasn’t from a dragon rune and the power fueling it was fading. Blaine guessed if he’d tried to open the door soon after Troy’s death, he wouldn’t have been able to enter. Why would Troy enchant his bathroom anyway?


      Turning around, Blaine searched for another door, but didn’t find any. On the other side of the space, he saw a cooler and a smoker next to it. Had to be the kitchen, but where did Troy sleep? There might be pillows and blankets somewhere in the mess on the floor, but he couldn’t tell without looking further.


      Blaine took a deep breath and searched the bathroom for anything that didn’t belong. In the shower cubicle he found soap and a razor. There was also a toothbrush, toothpaste, and comb plus a towel hung on the back of the door.


      Returning to the big room, he scanned the floor. There were dirty clothes everywhere along with discarded dishes. The tables seemed like the first place to start. They were out of place in a dragon’s home.


      Some of what he found looked like gold and gems. Perhaps, Troy had started his hoard and Theo hadn’t told him where to hide it yet. That would be odd for any parent. That lesson started when a dragonette first took to the skies. Their natural desire to collect shiny objects and treasure was undeniable for their kind.


      There was no kind of organization in the place at all which made Blaine’s head hurt. He wanted to drag a trash can out there and start pitching shit as he put the place in order. Instead, he set all of the vials aside and sorted through the other crap.


      There were papers, dried flowers, herbs, decayed food stuffs, crystals, some powdery substance and a mortar and pestle. The writing on the paper was unfamiliar and the powder made Blaine’s nose itch and smelled foul.


      He removed the cap from each vial and lifted them a few inches from his face. The blue ones reminded him of the ocean and sky while the green liquids made him think of Gaia, dirt and plants. The yellow was sweet, and the red was like sherulla. The black one was unrecognizable and set Blaine’s teeth on edge. His skin rippled and his dragon prowled in his mind. There was a foreign energy to this one.


      Blaine shoved the potions and papers inside the bag he used to hold his clothes when shifted. Angus needed to see this. Theo and Avanna were waiting outside when he left the house. Blaine locked the door and turned to the couple.


      “Did Troy dabble in healing concoctions?” He hoped the male was interested in using plants and herbs to make potions that helped others. Otherwise, Troy might have been caught up in the growing drug trade on Khoth.


      For over a thousand years Khoth had been an isolated realm and their drug problems were almost non-existent. The drug trade had been growing ever since the portals opened and other creatures started visiting.


      Avanna shook her head from side to side. “Not at all. Why?”


      Blaine waved a hand and adjusted the satchel strapped over his shoulder. “There were some plants and potions inside. They didn’t smell like a substance that would alter minds and moods, so I doubt they mean anything. I’m taking them to the castle for evaluation. I’ll let you know what I find.”


      Theo nodded his head once. “Thank you, Blaine.”


      “Anytime,” Blaine replied and quickly stripped his clothes. After adding his clothes and shoes to the bag, he shifted into his dragon form and headed for the castle.


      He went over what he found again while he flew through the darkening sky. Was Troy addicted to some kind of substance?


      Blaine’s initial reaction was to deny the possibility, but he had to admit he hadn’t encountered many of the toxic substances. They knew the appeal was the false sense of euphoria users received, but not what each smelled or felt like. The Gods only knew how many different drugs there were now.


      Before long the parapets came into view and Blaine headed right for the closest entrance. Blaine shifted right before his talons touched down and continued through the open door. He nodded at Caleb as he entered.


      Slate was there getting dressed, as well. “Were you on patrol?”


      Blaine removed his shirt and pants. “I’m investigating Troy’s death.”


      Slate’s head bobbed up and down. “I heard about that. I thought you were a lover not a fighter.” Slate’s ribbing was good natured and something Blaine heard often. He had never apologized for always seeking female companionship and wouldn’t start now. “You know Caleb’s tracking skills might come in handy.”


      He glanced out the door and saw the black-haired maahes talking to another knight. “That’s a good idea. Right now, though, I need to take this to Dyson.” The court physician would know what this was.


      Slate fell into step with Blaine as soon as he stuffed his feet into his boots and laced them up. There were countless knights coming and going in the castle. The familiar chatter calmed Blaine’s racing mind. There was no way to know what this shit meant until the scientists looked it over.


      Blaine searched for Isis and Pema when he entered the throne room. Thankfully, Angus was with the witch sisters at the table in the room. Isis jumped to her feet when she saw them approaching. “Did you learn something already?”


      Blaine bobbed his head then removed the papers and set them on the table before adding the potions. “I found these in Troy’s house. Which was a damn mess. I’ve never seen anything like it in a dragon’s home. I could hardly walk through it.”


      Angus cocked an eyebrow as he lifted one of the bottles with black liquid inside. “I feel energy coming off this one.” The king picked up a red one. “But no’ this one. Is it a mind bender?”


      Dyson took the black one from Angus and held it up to the light. “It’s nothing like the other potions and I don’t think it’s a mind bender. Those always have an iridescent quality to them. This one is opaque.”


      “We can cast a reveal spell to identify the intent.” Isis accepted the vial from the physician and turned to her sister.


      The sisters stood and stepped away from the table then lifted their jeweled hands up. Isis placed the glass in the center then the pair started chanting. “Live and learn, learn and live. I endeavor to receive what life can give. Bring to me the lessons true. And knowledge of what to do. Amid the mess and chaos fierce. Shine a light to darkness pierce. Show the way to knowledge deep. Which to let go and which to keep. Clear the way so I might heed. The lessons that I truly need. Show me what I need to learn. By the Power of Three, so mote it be,” the witches called out in unison.


      Mist gathered at their feet and built to surround them. That was when Blaine noticed their mates had joined them and were clasping their shoulders. An electrical current raced through Blaine, heating his blood. Energy swirled around everyone gathered and had drawn everyone in the room to them.


      Blue and gold light emanated from their hands. It seemed to be coming from the gems embedded in their palms. Blaine recalled the witches telling them they were their mating stones. Tuya were marked with a dragon that shifted color when a mating was completed between a pair. A gem they could add to their hoards would be an addition every dragon would crave.


      Images formed in the mist and he saw the Unseelie rune. His blood froze along with his heart. Angus and Keira had gotten to their feet at some point during the process and now the king was prowling toward the image.


      “How the fuck is Cyril behind this?” Angus’s demand made them all jump. No doubt every dragon present wanted to comply and answer him, but none of them had any relevant information. “Troy shouldna be involved with anything Unseelie.”


      “Maybe he discovered a way to kill a dragon slowly from the inside out,” Keira postulated. Blaine was glad the queen mentioned what they were all thinking.


      Dyson lifted his gaze from the other vials on the table. “These are all common healing potions. One rejuvenates cells while another increases blood volume and a third enhances senses. Not sure why Troy would need them, but it’s possible he was sold this one under the guise of it helping somehow.”


      Blaine rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s plausible, but a dragon as young as him would have no need for anything of this nature even given the rigors of the knight training. They should heal before they get home each night.”


      Angus pinned Blaine with his glare. “Did Troy have more injuries than the others?”


      Blaine tried to ignore the scowl on the King’s face and focus on the question. It was a difficult task. If you pissed Angus off, you wouldn’t like the result. He might be soft and caring to Kiera, but he wasn’t like that with anyone else.


      “No. Izzy suffered the most injuries in their training class,” Blaine shared as he recalled the Vampire Princess getting hit and twisting muscles. He missed her more than he thought he would since she left two years ago. “And there was only one time I was concerned that she might need a potion to help her heal so she didn’t suffer unnecessarily. By the time I found her in the playroom an hour later she was fine.”


      “I don’t think he was buying potions,” Dyson interjected. “These pages are written in the Fae language. They’re folk remedies about healing damage of an overtaxed body and increasing one’s energy stores. This last page talks about maintenance.”


      “Get Theo. I want to know how his son got a hold of Fae information. That’s no’ printed on our paper.” Angus pointed at the stack in Dyson’s hand.


      Legette cleared his throat. “I’m not so sure that’s going to help anything, Sire. Theo would never abide by his son sneaking contact with a Fae. He would turn him in without hesitation. He is utterly loyal to the Cuelebre.”


      “I agree, Sire. They have been through enough losing their son,” Blaine added. He had hoped to have some answers after looking into the matter. Granted his investigation had just begun, but he had more questions now than when he started.


      “I can agree to wait to bring him in. I too, recall his loyalty before I disappeared. He was one of the few that was there helping search for Kiera when everyone believed her dead.” Angus turned to the witches. “Can you perform a spell on this to see if it is some new way Cyril developed to kill dragons? It’s precisely the underhanded thing he would do.”


      Isis clenched her jaw and tilted her chin back. “No. I won’t. Not until you release my son and pardon him.”


      Pema crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes. “You have imprisoned Donovan wrongfully. Neither of us will help you until you give us something. Donovan has been in jail for two years suffering when he did nothing wrong. He was protecting Izzy when you failed her.”


      Angus growled and scales rippled over his skin. “Watch it, witch. I am the King of this realm and I will send you home withoot your nephew. I canna release him. You know this. My people need to know their sovereign is on their side. I left them helpless for centuries.”


      Kiera stepped up and put her hands out at the same time Isis and Pema took a step forward. This was as entertaining as the movies from Earth. Acting was new to Khoth, but Blaine imagined that soon enough they would have shows of their own.


      “Stop, Angus. Isis and Pema are protecting their own. You would do the same for Blaze or Josie.” Kiera turned her focus to the witches. “Please understand this is hard for us, too. We love Donovan, but we have to balance more than him and you guys. We will do everything possible to help him.”


      Blaine stepped in and said “Look, I just started looking into this and already it’s clear there is definitely more here. I think it’s safe to say there was something up with Troy. Don’t you want to know the truth for Donovan? I know he feels guilty for killing one of his friends. Helping with this could not only help clear Donovan’s name, but also alleviate any guilt he feels.”


      Isis glared at him for a couple seconds. “Alright. We’ll do it, but you owe us Angus. I want Donovan to have better meals and books to read.”


      The sisters clasped hands with their mates behind them. “Live and learn, learn and live. I endeavor to receive the secrets hidden within. Bring to me, the knowledge true. Shine a light to the darkest pit. By the Power of Three, so mote it be,” the witches called out in unison.


      For the second time that day mist gathered at their feet and built to surround them. The electrical current was back, but this time it carried a cold current. The room was silent as the magic worked to gather the information they needed.


      Blue and gold light emanated from their hands then images formed in the mist. Everything seemed to stop when they saw Cyril standing in a clearing close to Raynah Beach talking to an unknown Dark Fae. If Cyril made this then chances were good that it was designed to carry out his vendetta against the Cuelebre dragons.


      Fucking hell! Blaine hadn’t anticipated that asshole being involved when he took on this case. It was supposed to be an easy investigation, likely to reveal drug use on Troy’s part, that would explain his behavior and give a reason for Donovan’s reaction. Instead, he was looking at a nightmare.
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      Millie was walking a tightrope. Jack had chewed her out for being nice to Hayden. Jack was pissed. She’d never seen him so mad. She’d barely managed to calm him a fraction when she pointed out that she was merely trying to get him to cooperate with them. She had pointed out that she hadn’t been able to take what they needed from him, so she was going on instinct that it had to be given.


      It was the only thing that made sense in the situation. Against her better judgement, she’d cut him open and removed biopsies from various parts of his body. No one should be able to keep their full DNA profile hidden. And yet, that’s precisely what Hayden had managed.


      She had switched days ago from taking samples to giving him injections of various medications designed to elicit a response from him. Nothing seemed to do a damn thing to him. She wondered if his body was simply so efficient at filtering out foreign substances that it was gone before it could work properly.


      The blood test yesterday confirmed that theory when there wasn’t one drop of morphine present despite having been given a dose ten minutes before. The half-life of the drug was between two and four hours.


      Millie’s gut burned along with her guilt. She couldn’t stand what was happening to Hayden. Her subjects were supposed to be little more than animals. She’d had no problem testing shampoo on monkeys early in her career. Sure, she felt bad when their skin was burned, but she also took care of them and made sure they healed with no lingering side effects.


      Perhaps if she’d taken the job at the drug company, she’d have been better prepared for this. The experiments there had much higher stakes and when something went wrong it could be lethal.


      If scientists like her had never taken any risks, they wouldn’t be where they were now. Every advancement was possible because a person or animal suffered to give doctors the knowledge, they needed to improve the outcome for others.


      She’d heard the arguments and encountered the protesters countless times. Thankfully, the early studies provided information that enabled them to avoid the worst of the possible problems. Some sacrifice was necessary for the greater good.


      Now you’re justifying your behavior. What she was doing had the potential to cure many diseases and provide people with better bodies, or she hoped it did anyway, but there was no guarantee.


      Every speck of information she gathered on paranormal creatures told of their enhanced strength and their superior senses. There were rumors they lived for centuries and were possibly even immortal. Surely, if she could borrow some of that genetic information, she could use that to help eliminate what caused people problems. Aging and disease.


      Shaking her head to clear her thoughts, she entered the base and waved to the guard before heading to her office. She was so lost in thought when she passed her keycard over the scanner that she didn’t see the door was already ajar.


      Her heart started racing. Pausing to listen, she heard the guards down the hall talking about the game last night and the lab techs using the machines to run tests. Who the hell was in her office? No one should be able to enter without her thumb print.


      “Get the fuck in here Seijo.” The harsh command stopped her racing heart so suddenly she was dizzy. Inhale, exhale. Except her boss.


      Jack being there was not a good sign. Apparently, she hadn’t calmed him down at all. Straightening her suit jacket, she pushed the panel open. “Morning, Jack. What brings you here today?”


      Jack was sitting in her chair behind her desk. “What do you think? I want to see the subject. I’m going to make him give us what we need. You clearly aren’t trying hard enough. You haven’t collected any new samples in three days. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were going soft on me.”


      He’d messed with her system and piled the various papers she had scattered across the surface in one pile in the corner. It was a minor annoyance, but now she would have to sort through it all again. She’d been reviewing her notes from various conversations over the years along with the results of Hayden’s latest bloodwork.


      “As I’m sure you’re aware, there was an incident, and he was badly injured. I was giving him time to heal.” She hoped she wasn’t shaking too badly as she crossed to her desk to set her bag down and grab her lab coat. She was on uneven footing with her boss and had no idea how to deal with it.


      Jack sneered at her. “And I told you he doesn’t need time to heal. He’s here to give us a way to enhance our soldiers. We need results and fast or we will lose our government funding and support.”


      “You would risk his life? There is only so much a body can handle before it gives out. I refuse to jeopardize our only subject. Unless you’ve been successful in capturing his friends.” She was fishing now. Jack had taken over the search for the paranormals that had gone to the bar looking for Hayden right after Millie shared her plan with him.


      Over the past week Jack had shared less and less information with her about their success since she had informed him, they’d killed the others and that had been the reason for their sudden disappearance. Jack didn’t believe it and insisted Hayden had manipulated and lied to her.


      Millie figured that was one issue Jack was probably right about. She would lie to protect her friends if she found herself in a similar situation which was why she hadn’t forced the issue with Hayden. Jack was right, she had gone soft, but she didn’t give a shit about his opinion.


      At some point she’d begun to see Hayden as a person, and she couldn’t torture and threaten him like she’d been told.


      “His friends continue to elude me, but that will change after I meet with him.” Jack stood up and lifted the phone off the cradle. “Stan, have the subject collected and placed on Dr. Seijo’s table.”


      “Yes, sir.” Stan sounded eager. Millie hadn’t allowed him to have contact with Hayden since the incident.


      Bile flooded the back of Millie’s throat as she followed Jack from the room. She heard the guards cursing and a commotion around the corner. Her mind raced for a way out of this situation. Jack would force her hand and make her take more from Hayden. Something she didn’t want to do.


      Hayden didn’t feel like she’d held back with him, but she had. Even when she had cut into him, she’d only taken small samples, and did it in the least invasive way possible. Jack would want to see a full sternotomy. Not the two-inch hole she had previously cut to do a needle biopsy.


      She didn’t think she could cut into Hayden’s heart muscle, but no doubt Jack would expect it. Her hands were shaking so badly she almost dropped her keycard when she went to open her treatment room.


      Stan and Ed carried Hayden in and dropped him on the table. He’d lost weight since they’d kidnapped him. She no longer tried to minimize their actions in her head. They had taken this man from his life and were torturing him. They had no right to do this to him, but it was too late for her to turn back now.


      Hayden’s head hit the table with a loud thump, that made her wince. There were dark circles and bags under his eyes. She expected to see him lethargic, but the despondency was new when he looked at Jack.


      “How many darts did you use this time?” They had to have given him too much. That would explain his reaction to her boss being in the room.


      “We only had to use two this time. He’s not so strong now, is he?” Stan got in Hayden’s face. Millie almost laughed when Hayden snarled at the guard making him jump back with a screech.


      Jack shook his head with an upturned lip. “Get out of here. We have work to do.”


      Unsurprisingly, Stan and Ed tripped over themselves to leave the room. That got Hayden’s attention. He was more alert and tracked Jack’s every move after that. Millie sighed in relief when she saw that. She couldn’t stop the visceral reaction to seeing he hadn’t been beaten.


      “Hello, Hayden. I’m Jack Walton and I own Triton Incorporated. I’ll be directing Dr. Seijo today to ensure she collects the necessary sample to further her research. You’ve been a difficult subject.” Jack leaned over Hayden in an attempt to intimidate him.


      Millie saw the disbelief in Hayden’s eyes. He wasn’t going to be frightened of this guy. She’d bet he’d seen and faced far worse. Problem was, Jack had the power in this situation, and she found herself holding her breath as she waited to see how Hayden would respond.


      Hayden held Jack’s gaze. To her surprise, Hayden’s eyes started glowing before they shifted to black. “You haven’t seen anything difficult yet.”


      Jack reared back. He had to have felt the energy surge from Hayden. It stung and made her want to run far away as fast as she could. That was a predator letting its prey know he had them locked in their sights.


      “I hope your friends will be smarter than you. Perhaps they will give us what we need. Now, we can do this easy way or the hard way.” Jack crossed to the tray of surgical implements and picked up a ten blade.


      Millie approached Hayden and doused a four by four with alcohol then cleaned off his chest. There was dirt and blood crusted on his skin over burn marks. Jack had given the guards permission to tase Hayden. He wanted the shifter tormented in the belief it would weaken him.


      Millie had never seen a stronger person in her life. An animal would have devolved into nothing more than a snarling beast that attacked everything that came near it. A man would have become a simpering mess giving her anything she asked for. Hayden kept his head high and refused to give into despair.


      “You have no hope of ever finding my friends. You’re not smart enough.” Millie wanted to laugh at Hayden’s taunts.


      “Who says I don’t have them already? Let’s get started, shall we? It’s time to take a sample of his heart muscle, Dr. Seijo. That’s where we will find the genetic code that we need to unlock his secrets.”


      Millie flinched at the command even though she expected it. “This could do more harm than good, Jack. The sequencer is still running through his code and might have it completed any minute. I’m not going to hurt him when we don’t need to.”


      Jack surged forward and pushed her against the counter behind her. “Those samples will never yield results. They aren’t sufficient. That’s why the computer hasn’t been able to complete the analysis.”


      “I’ve taken samples from his heart already. You need to back the hell off and let me do my work. It’s why you hired me.” Her insides wiggled like bowl of worms at standing up to Jack. She’d never done anything like that before and her heart raced with every second Jack stood there glaring at her. He was a very powerful man and she thought he would do anything to get what he wanted and mow down anyone in his way.


      “And you will take more right now. It would be unfortunate if your parents had a fatal accident. Wouldn’t it?”


      Millie’s heart stopped then dropped to her feet. This man would kill her parents or have someone else do it without hesitation. At that moment she wished more than anything that she hadn’t kept Hayden so weak during his time with them.


      If he was at full strength, he could knock Jack out giving them the chance to escape. There were dozens of soldiers standing between them and freedom, but with her help, they could avoid most of them as they ran. Why had she kept him drugged and under fed? She wanted to kick her own ass.


      Millie swallowed down her defiance and bobbed her head. She had to shove the bile back down her throat while her heart was racing, and she was fighting the emotions that threatened to break her. Never once in her career had she been on the verge of tears at work, but she felt like she could start bawling any second.


      At that moment she vowed to find a way to get Hayden out of there. Perhaps he would let her go with him. She would be a hunted woman the second she freed him, but she didn’t care. This couldn’t continue.
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        * * *

      


      Hayden wanted to erase the regret from Millie’s gorgeous brown eyes. Then he wanted to rip her boss’s head from his shoulders. Jack Walton was worse than an archdemon. The male had stood there and forced Millie to slice open Hayden’s chest and take a piece of his heart.


      Hayden watched as she tried to talk him out of the procedure. He’d seen the second she considered trying to escape with him and the moment reality sank in that there were too many obstacles for them to overcome.


      He’d been shocked to see her eyes well with tears for several seconds. She’d lowered her head while she strapped his arms and legs down so Jack wouldn’t see her. She looked him in the eye and explained what she was going to do before she injected another sedative and a numbing agent into his chest.


      She’d discovered anesthesia didn’t work on him the first day of his incarceration. He wanted to believe Millie was genuinely sorry for what she’d done, but he couldn’t. This could be another ploy of hers to get him to lower his defenses.


      He had no idea why their machines hadn’t given her his genetic code yet. She had taken countless samples and he was certain their secret was now out. Thankfully, they hadn’t been able to learn about much more than his enhanced healing abilities. He’d bet it was the Goddess at work ensuring her creations are protected.


      This procedure had been the worst to endure. There was no way for her to take the pain away as she excised a piece of his heart. It was fitting that she did so, given she already owned part of him. She might actually be his Fated Mate. He couldn’t be certain. It was impossible to think straight when it came to her.


      His chest ached and his heart had slowed to the point he worried he wouldn’t last much longer under these conditions. His entire life he believed it would take so much more than this to end his life. Now, he knew starvation, drugs and torture would be enough to kill any shifter.


      He would never allow his kind to let humans know about their existence. Hayden had been a fool to ever think that was the right approach. His thoughts scattered when he smelled spicy coconut and heard heels clacking on the cement.


      He turned his head and saw Millie approach his cell. Seeing her sexy legs made every second of agony worth it. He lifted his hand to protect his rapidly beating heart. It was futile. In his current state he would be no match for Millie let alone dozens of guards.


      “Mi negro,” she breathed as she rushed to open the door. He watched her move as she hurried to his side and crouched there. The tears were back, and her lower lip trembled. “I am so sorry for what I did to you. I wish there was a way I could go back and make a different decision.”


      “There’s no do overs. I’m dying, Millie. I won’t live much longer.” He wasn’t entirely certain of that, but he was willing to play on her emotions. “You need to help me get out of here.”


      “That’s going to be difficult. This place always has guards on duty.” Her head fell and a tear slid down her cheek.


      Hayden poured all his strength into lifting his hand to cup her cheek. He urged her chin to lift and he pulled her head down to his. The moment their lips touched electricity zinged between them, invigorating him.


      He hadn’t thought it possible for his body to rise to the occasion. His only intention was to erase the pain he saw written in deep lines on her face. Like it had every time he touched this female, his body reacted with an explosion of arousal and an infusion of energy.


      His blood went straight to his groin. And a groan left him. Millie’s features softened and her rigid body melted into him. She kissed him back with more vigor than she had the first time. He drank her sorrow, regret and shame and relished her desire.


      This is about using her to escape, nothing more. Hayden’s mind issued the reminder at the same time it decided to allow his feelings to surface. He removed the barrier he’d been holding on his core of power to protect it from her machinations. He hadn’t realized before his animals came flooding back into his mind how quiet it had been and how much he missed them.


      As Omega he’d always had countless animals inside his body. They came with the job as leader of the shifters. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be able to wield control over the various shifters. Before the Goddess had created the first Omega the alphas of each type fought each other.


      Now, his beasts infused him with even more strength and enabled him to tug her on top of him. Despite the pain it caused in his chest, Hayden kept his mouth fused to Millie’s and enjoyed the moment. Her core pressed over his shaft. He lifted his hips, so she felt how much he wanted her.


      Removing the shield left Millie wide open for his inner turmoil or desire to duke it out. He no longer felt on the edge of death, but that didn’t mean he would survive this after all.
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      Millie stopped and pressed her back against the wall. Her heart was taking flight in her chest making her dizzy. Estoy completamente loca! And never going to work. Even in the middle of the night there were half a dozen guards and countless cameras watching her every move.


      When her legs no longer threatened to buckle under her, she pushed off and continued down to her office. Inside, she sat behind her desk and logged onto the computer. She had a couple hours before she could put her plan into place and a few key tasks to get done before then.


      She felt the eyes on her as she called up the progress from the latest tests. They’d gotten their first glimpse of his advanced DNA the day before. The previous tests spit out periodic updates as the machine worked through the sample. All it revealed was his strands were more tightly woven together. She noted some gaps and theorized he had extra chromosomes and that made him special.


      For this to work, she had to execute this perfectly. After Jack’s visit, Millie knew he would be back and demand she take more and more until it eventually killed Hayden. That she could never allow. She kicked her ass into acting in the face of such a possibility. That. Could. Not. Happen.


      Knees knocking, she had to brace herself on the table to stand up. Surreptitiously, she patted her pocket. There wasn’t supposed to be a camera in her office, but she didn’t trust Jack as far as she could throw him.


      The rotations for dinner would begin soon and she needed to do this next part before that happened. Thank God Jack had denied her request for a fridge next to her bookcase. She rarely took breaks, preferring to eat through meals. If he had indulged her the guards would have become suspicious when she entered the kitchen.


      Now she had to keep her hands steady enough to do what she needed to do and get the hell out of there. She palmed the syringe and opened the door. Cold air greeted her along with seven containers of food.


      Ed was the wild card in her plan. He was currently at the front desk which was never to be vacated. She prayed one of the others took him his dinner like they did during the day shift.


      Turning to the side, Millie opened each container and injected two milliliters to each item before sealing the lid. Her heart pounded even harder when one of the tops refused to open. Cursing, she set the syringe down and used both hands. When she encountered a sandwich on the next to last container, she cursed. “Me cago en diez.”


      There was little to no chance the sedative wouldn’t make the hoagie soggy. She left it for the moment and injected the lasagna then came back to the problem. She didn’t have time for this. Sweat trickled down her back and rolled between her butt cheeks. Holding her breath, she lifted the top slice of bread and injected the three pieces of turkey. It wasn’t the entire dose, but she prayed it was enough to knock Stan out.


      Of course, it had to be Stan that might be left awake to catch her and send her to jail. Her breathing had increased to the point that black spots danced in her vision. Inhale, hold it, exhale.


      She probably looked like she was having a seizure with how badly she was shaking by the time she grabbed her arroz con grandules. She was halfway to the door when she changed directions. Today more than any other it was vital that she stuck to her schedule.


      Popping her container into the microwave, she grabbed her vitamin water from the cooler and prayed the internet was right. Otherwise, the cameras were going to follow her every move.


      This was her favorite time of the day at the compound. She worked late more days than she didn’t and got more done in the two hours after more than half of the staff left for the day. If everything went according to plan this would be the last time she was there.


      There’s no question this will be the last. You’ll end up in jail if you fail. Silently cursing herself, she twisted the lid off the cap and took a deep swig of her drink. Was this the right thing? She’d spent countless sleepless nights wondering the same thing. Only this time her mind had shifted from experimenting on Hayden to saving him from suffering any more.


      When the machine beeped, she grabbed her food. Her heart had slowed now that she set the stage for the rest, but not by much. She gasped and jumped when she turned the corner and ran into Stan.


      “You okay, Doc?” Stan looked her up and down.


      He was coming from Hayden’s cell and she fought to keep from snapping at him and demanding that he tell her what he had been up to. “I’m fine. Just lost in thought as I tried to figure out why the computers can’t seem to give us a detailed look at Hayden’s mitochondrial DNA.”


      “Well, I’ll leave you to it,” Stan replied and continued on his way.


      Needing to make sure Hayden wasn’t harmed, Millie continued to his cell. She released her breath and felt her shoulders sag an inch as the new tension left her. “Hayden.”


      He turned his head without moving. She saw he had a new bruise on his shoulder. The cattle prods that the guards used to shock Hayden were in the corner behind her. Her stomach curdled.


      “Is it time for another round of tests already? No rest for the wicked, right?” His voice was harsh like a punch to the gut.


      She shook her head from side to side and crouched to push her rice through the bars. “I brought you dinner.”


      He sat up at that and narrowed his eyes at her. “You don’t have to drug it to knock me out. Those darts of yours work well enough.” That was true, but she wondered how long it would last. He has required more injections as the days passed. His body was adjusting to it and filtering it out faster and faster each day.


      “It’s not drugged. Although, it might not be the best. It’s gotta beat the shakes thought. Am I right?” Millie couldn’t deny her behavior had been abysmal. If she could change it, she would. One step at a time. She might never make amends, but she would try.


      “Did you make it?” He asked as he got up and crossed the cell. His movements were stiff and uncoordinated.


      Bobbing her head, she smiled at him. “I did.”


      “Thank you,” he mumbled as he shoveled the food into his mouth.


      “You’re welcome.” Millie turned to leave before he could respond. She had to put the next step of her plan into action.


      She had just entered her room when she heard the guards go into the break room. She swore her heart was bruised from so much pounding. The laughter and microwave started up as she sat down at her computer and set her vitamin water on her desk.


      Pretending her phone chimed, she pulled up the text she set up with instructions about how to temporarily disable the security system. She wanted to eliminate the cameras, but hadn’t found any information, so she settled for resetting the program. It would give her enough time to get him out of the building, or so she hoped.


      Millie exited the lab results she had been looking at and tried to find the mainframe. She couldn’t locate what she needed in their network. The clock was ticking. The chatter in the breakroom started dimming as her heart picked up. Soon enough all she could hear was the frantic beating of her heart.


      Thankfully, she smelled tomatoes, garlic, tacos and cheese to inform her the guards were still eating. She got up, snatched her phone with the instructions, and quickly made her way to the control room. It was empty as expected and she sat at the desk and opened the computer.


      Her fingers froze over the program she needed when she heard footsteps coming toward her. Sweat trickled into her eyes, burning them. Her vision was blurred momentarily as one of the guards passed the office. She couldn’t pick out who it was but breathed a sigh of relief.


      Not only had she found what she needed, but they had delivered Ed his dinner. Typing faster than she ever had in her life, she gripped the arms of the chairs waiting to see if it reset. She jumped to her feet and shoved her phone in her back pocket and returned to her office.


      Go to sleep. Please, go to sleep. She sat back at her desk and pulled up the results again. She pretended to scan them again while she kept an ear out for the discussion to die down.


      What seemed like a year later, but was likely only a couple minutes, she heard Stan call out, “Richard! Are yo…kay.” His voice faded away and was followed by a loud thud.


      She raced from the office, assured the system was already down. “Yes!” The exclamation left her in a rush when she saw the guards passed out on the table with Stan in a heap on the floor.


      She all but ran to Hayden’s cell. With her heart in her throat, she shoved the key in the lock and opened the cell door. “We have to get out of here. Now!”


      Hayden was on his feet with them braced apart. “What? What are you talking about?”


      “I’m getting you out of here,” she hissed at him. “We’re on a military base and I barely managed to get enough time to get you out of this building, so Move. Your. Ass.”


      Hayden was at her side in a flash. He grabbed the back of her neck and kissed her hard and fast. They didn’t have time to get lost in a kiss, but before she could warn him, he pulled away and started down the hall.


      Millie rushed to catch up with him. His adrenalin must have faded because she was at his side and his steps seemed to have slowed to a crawl. “What’s the plan?”


      “I’m going to hide you in my trunk then drive you out the gate after I’m assured the guards won’t raise the alarm.”


      Hayden paused and shifted wide eyes her way. “They’re going to know I’m gone. We should leave together, now.”


      “I need to ensure we have time to get out of the area. Give me one minute. I’ll be right back.” She was heading into her lab before she even stopped talking.


      Crossing to the cabinet, she grabbed a couple pillows and blankets then ran back to his cell. Arranging everything on the bed, she puffed them to make it look like there was a body under the covers.


      After spreading the sheet over it she stepped back and checked her work. It was a shit job, but on the monitor it would pass, especially given they would feel hungover from the sedative.


      She squeaked when she turned to leave and ran into a solid wall of muscle. Hayden stood there watching her as she tried to set up the decoy. “It’s the best I can do.”


      He handed her the Tupperware and took the key from her hand. She followed him out and he shut and locked the door. “Gracias a Dios. You’re here. I would have left the cell wide open and gotten us both caught.”


      “You’re not a devious person by nature.” It was all he said as they backtracked through the lab. The elevator was waiting on their level. She had never explored any of the other floors, so she had no idea what was on them and prayed no one got on as they traveled to the first floor.


      Her heart accelerated even more as the car lurched into motion and the numbers descended. Hayden watched her closely as she waved her keycard over the panel then pressed her thumb over it.


      When they reached the first floor without anyone joining them, she wanted to breathe a sigh of relief, but they still had to make sure Ed was asleep. She held up a hand when they approached the front.


      Going to her tiptoes, she whispered in his ear. “I need to check and make sure the guard is knocked out.”


      Nodding, his intense gaze scorched her. She walked toward the exit like she was leaving and glanced to her left when she reached the desk. Ed was snoring softly with his head on his folded forearms.


      Glancing over his shoulder, she curled her hands toward herself. “‘Cmon, let’s get you out of here.”


      Hayden wasn’t moving quite so fast any more as they walked outside. Her heart was nothing but one big bruise by that point. Her eyes scanned the area sure the patrols would drive by any second.


      She had a parking spot close to the building and they were at the back of her Mercedes in seconds. “Fuck. I forgot my keys.”


      He smirked at her. “Use the keyless entry. It’ll open the door, but I’m not sure I can fit in that trunk.”


      “You have to!” She was yelling, but she couldn’t stop herself.


      Hayden crossed his arms over his chest and watched as she punched in the code to her car and unlocked the door. Headlights flashed across the parking lot.


      Millie popped open the trunk then shoved Hayden into the trunk. “Sorry. We can’t be seen out here. Curl in a ball.”


      “Fuck. I’m trying,” he cursed. His legs still hung out the back end of the vehicle. Millie picked them up and tried to force them inside the tight space.


      “Wiggle your back up against the back of the seat. There might be enough room then.”


      The light passed over her body and she froze in place. “Shit, shit, shit,” she cursed. “I’m going to jail and you’re going to die.”


      “That’s not happening now that you’ve pulled your head out of your ass,” Hayden informed her and pulled in his legs.


      Sweat poured down her back and she was practically hyperventilating. The last hour had aged her a decade. “I’ll be back soon. Don’t bother trying to take off on your own. This base is huge, and you won’t be able to get away before they find you and drag you back here.”


      Hayden glowered at her and opened his mouth. She stopped herself from leaving. She wanted to hear what she said more than she cared about being caught at that moment. He shut his mouth and nodded once.


      Disappointed, she slammed the trunk shut and locked the doors then went back inside the lab. Her heart had finally slowed to a reasonable rate and her breathing wasn’t rushed and making her lightheaded.


      Millie passed Ed and took the elevator down. Once she was back in her office, she sat at her desk and waited to get caught. She’d never had issues being below ground until now. She felt trapped at the moment. After ten tense minutes, she rose from her chair to wash out her empty container. She wondered if he liked the rice.


      It shouldn’t matter whether or not he thought it was good, but it did. She wanted him to think highly of her. She hadn’t given it much thought before that moment. There was no room for fond feelings when she was taking pieces of him to study.


      Shame burned a massive hole in her gut, leaving behind inflamed, angry tissue. Not the best feeling in the world. And it got worse when she walked into the breakroom and found the guards just stirring.


      Planting her hands on her hips, she sucked in a breath and shook off any remaining nerves. They’d come too far for her to reveal them now. “What are you all doing? I’m sure Jack would like to know you’re lounging about and sleeping on the job.”


      Stan groaned and used the wall to help him get to his feet. “What? Uh, no we aren’t sleeping. I was uh…” He glanced around and looked at their half-eaten meals. His face turned bright red as he picked up his container and dumped the rest of his dinner in the trash.


      “Sorry, Dr, Seijo.” The guards spoke over one another as they followed Stan’s lead. One grabbed an energy drink from the fridge.


      One by one they dropped their containers in the sink. “I’ll forget it this time. I’m heading out soon. I have three tests running, so keep an eye to make sure they keep running smoothly. And restart the program if it stops and spits out an error. We need to make progress before Jack decides to set up an office in here with us.”


      Stan bobbed his head without making eye contact. “Will do, Doc.”


      Millie continued to the sink and washed her container, making sure to rinse each of the others in case there was any residue left behind. Someone made a pot of coffee while another said he was going to run his routine patrols. That would take him by Hayden’s cell.


      Over the past ten days they stopped going right up to the bars and barely glanced in his direction any more. Millie forced herself to remain calm and return to her office where she gathered her stuff together. She doubled back and grabbed the photo of her parents before she left it behind. There were a dozen other things she wanted to take with her but didn’t.


      Walking out with a box full of her stuff and her laptop would definitely raise eyebrows. Her heart raced as she trekked to the elevator for the umpteenth time that night. I am insane! What the fuck was I thinking? 


      One thought about Hayden and she stopped that line of thinking. She couldn’t allow him to suffer another second. Sweat dripped down her spine and off her temples. Retrieving her keys, she stopped herself from racing to her car.


      “Night, Dr. Seijo,” Ed called out.


      She waved to him like she did every night. “Goodnight. See you tomorrow.”


      Shivers wracked her when the cool evening air. All that sweat was now freezing her. Fob in hand, she unlocked the door and climbed inside. Gripping the steering wheel, she sighed.


      “Hayden.” Her voice was barely above a whisper as she started the engine and backed out of her spot.


      Her heart kicked painfully into gear when there was no response. She opened her mouth to respond but closed it when he replied. “I’m here.”


      “Thank God. Okay, we will be off base in a couple minutes.”


      “I doubt I’ll ever stand straight again,” he grumbled. His voice carried authority even when he was locked in a trunk.


      “We’re pulling through now, so keep quiet.”


      “You’re leaving early tonight, Dr, Seijo.”


      “I’ve been working non-stop for ten days and need a break before I pass out.”


      “I’ve never known anyone that works harder than you do. See you tomorrow night.”


      That burning in her gut had quadrupled by the time the Gate guard lifted the arm and waved her through. They were finally leaving the base.
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      Hayden rubbed the ache in his back as he watched Millie navigate the highway. She had pulled over to let him in the front seat a few minutes after they left the base. Now, they were heading away from the base and in the opposite direction of the local pack. He opened his mouth to object then thought better of it. He refused to lead her to his people and cause them even more problems. He held his hatred for her close and added several layers to the barrier surrounding his heart.


      “What made you change your mind and help me?” It was almost impossible to replace the shield he kept over his animals, but he forced it. He would never allow her to get her hands on anything that might help her mutate humans.


      Was that even possible? His gut churned with the first real food he’d had in almost two weeks and was worsened by his guilt. Of course, it wasn’t possible. He had been wrong about revealing the secret of their existence.


      Elsie had been changed from human to vampire only because the Goddess had intervened and saved her life. It was with that act that she had broken the mating curse she’d placed on the Tehrex Realm seven centuries earlier. It wasn’t possible to use any of their bodily fluids to transform a human into some kind of hybrid.


      Millie sighed and kept her gaze focused on the window in front of her. “Because I didn’t like what Jack forced me to do. It opened my eyes, so I finally saw the truth of the situation. I just couldn’t ignore the mistake that I had made any longer. There was no way I could allow Jack to hurt you any more.”


      Hayden’s eyes narrowed at the vehemence in her voice. Perhaps she really felt bad about what she’d done. Could he really take that chance? Yes! No! He wanted to repay her for what she’d done to him in kind while at the same time he wanted to strip her slowly and finally explore her body like he’d wanted for so long.


      No surprise there that two parts of him disagreed over what to do about his Millie. “What was in those injections you used to subdue me?”


      She shifted her gaze to him then away. “Why because drugs normally don’t affect you?”


      Hayden pursed his lips. He wanted to deny it, but she’d seen the answer to that firsthand. She’d given him countless injections with no response from him. “Correct. There are few substances that impact my kind and those that do usually involve…magic. And you’re not a witch.”


      Millie shook her head from side to side. “No, I’m not. I used some Vodun and Wiccan recipes and mixed them with a tranquilizer.”


      A smile spread across Hayden’s mouth despite the anger he was trying to hold onto. He was so damn proud of Millie. For a human she displayed undeniable intelligence and resourcefulness. She’d bested the Omega FFS! That wasn’t something any creature alive could claim. And the sheet of ice surrounding his soul shed a layer, letting her closer to him.


      “Impressive. Not many would have thought to apply what most consider folklore. Let alone have the knowledge needed to do it. How’d you get that information? And don’t bother with the whole, ‘google is my friend’ thing. The information out there doesn’t provide those useful details.” Hayden knew because Killian, the realm’s tech expert developed a program that searched for any hint of the supernatural and scrubbed it from the web. He suspected Marie took steps of her own to ensure the bare minimum was available about her and her people.


      Hayden tried to recall what Tia, his second in command’s mate, had told him about Vodun magic. Tia was a mambo to Marie Leveau, so she had the inside scoop on Vodun. It revolved around ritual magic, pseudo-gods, spirits and their ancestors. Wicca was based in nature. He could only imagine the concoctions Millie had learned.


      “I met a mambo in New Orleans in one of the Voodoo shops there. I also met a witch there. Both shared their histories and some practices with me.”


      Millie surprised him for the tenth time that night. “You are full of surprises, mi alma. Why would they do that?”


      Millie lifted one shoulder. “If you asked mi veija, she would tell you it’s because I’m meant for something extraordinary and people that are sensitive can feel it.”


      That peeked Hayden’s interest. What did her mother mean she was meant for something special? “Why would that matter? In my experience mambos are private. Witches more so.”


      “I’m not supposed to be alive at all. I should have died at birth, but I didn’t. My parents have always told me it was because God was watching out for me and intervened because he had plans. That’s why they named me Milagro. It means miracle.”


      Her story affected him more than he wanted to admit. The wall of hatred Hayden had wrapped around his heart melted a little more. “So where are you taking me.”


      “We couldn’t go to my house. That’s the first place Jack will search. I reached out to a third cousin and asked her to use her cabin. And before you ask, I have no idea what happens from there. I didn’t plan it all out. I should have withdrawn all the money from my account, so I had cash to use to get out of the freakin country. We won’t be safe anywhere.”


      Hayden paid partial attention to her as he considered what he was going to do. He had no intention of staying with her. He was out of the cell and feeling better by the minute. As soon as he had more of his strength back, he was gone.


      The question was whether or not he was going to take off and leave her to be found and tortured by Jack or force her to go with him. She’s going with us. He shook his head as his mantle of power spoke for his animals.


      Based on the tightening in his pants he could guess at what they wanted from her. Reinforcing the layer that he had erected to smother that side of himself, he recalled every second of torment he’d endured at her hands.


      Gentle hands that ensured you weren’t harmed permanently throughout the process. That thought only added to his confusion. She had exited the highway a bit ago and they were heading higher up one of the nearby mountains. The headlights illuminated a rusted gate that had been propped open as she turned off the two-lane road they’d been on for a few minutes.


      He saw the two-story structure in the distance and opened his senses to search the area. Pushing the button to lower his window, scents bombarded him, lessening the intensity of the spicy coconut in the enclosed space.


      Still on high alert, Hayden sorted through everything looking for any sign of danger. A demon had traveled through the area several months ago and had moved on when there was nothing close for him to torture and kill. Humans had been here that day, but he didn’t smell any soldiers. During his time in captivity, he catalogued tiny details from the smell of their fatigues and boots to the gunpowder and acrid scent of the dart guns.


      Millie trusted they were safe and jumped from the vehicle then hurried to the porch. Hayden paused by the side of the car as he finished searching for large animals that might pose a threat.


      There were bears, wolves and big cats close by. To Hayden’s surprise they didn’t take off like he expected. It wasn’t until he remembered he was hiding his primal side. They wouldn’t be aware a bigger predator was in their midst.


      Satisfied they were safe, Hayden joined her as she removed the key from a potted plant on the railing. She flipped lights on as she entered, revealing an open space a lot like his house.


      For the first time since he’d been taken, he was able to relax. Not that he lowered his guard completely. He doubted he would ever do that in her presence. “This place is nice.”


      Millie smiled and dropped her bag on a side table next to a large leather sofa. “I love it here. We had a family reunion here a couple years ago and I fell in love right away. Katrina, my cousin, built this with her husband who is a general contractor.”


      Hayden looked over the open floor plan. There was no true entryway like most homes. It opened to the living room which led right into the dining room and kitchen. The fireplace wasn’t quite as elaborate as the massive stone structure in his home, but it was warm and inviting, nonetheless.


      “I’m going to take a shower. I am covered in days of grime and blood and chemicals.”


      Millie bobbed her head then her eyes flew open as she gasped. “I don’t have anything clean for you to wear. I don’t even have clothes for myself. Shit. I really fucked things up this time.”


      Hayden shrugged his shoulders. “I’ll go naked. No problem. I take it the bedrooms and bathrooms are upstairs?” He gestured to the staircase set in the corner of the large room.


      “Si, negro,” Millie replied as she headed in that direction. “I’ll see if there are any clothes in the master. Neither of us should go without something between us.”


      Hayden chuckled at the pink staining her cheeks. “I prefer to have you naked and beneath me, mi alma.” He was playing with fire by teasing her. He wanted to fuck her as badly as he wanted the shower. If he wasn’t careful, he would lose sight of his anger and forgive what she’d done.
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        * * *

      


      Millie had to admit Hayden had thrown her for a loop. He was sex on a stick, and she wanted to lick him clean. Yet, he made her question everything. She found some of her cousin’s clothes. Kat’s husband Marcus wasn’t as big as Hayden, but she hoped the sweats would fit him.


      She hurried through a shower of her own trying to ignore the arousal that heated her blood and made her moan when she scrubbed the soap over her skin. Hayden naked with his massive erection in hand popped into her head, making it difficult to keep her fingers from wandering between her legs.


      She shampooed her hair and climbed out without conditioning the long length. She needed to get out before she gave in and masturbated while imagining Hayden doing the same thing down the hall.


      A yelp escaped her when she reached for a towel. “What are you doing in here?” Her body trembled as Hayden stepped closer to her. His skin bordered on fever-hot and was kindling to her burning desire.


      Strong, calloused fingers guided her chin up, and he stole her lips in a searing kiss instead of answering her question. Electricity zapped her lips and arms where he grabbed her, adding fuel to her already raging fire.


      “I couldn’t resist the scent of your desire. I’m here to give you what we both want.” His words surprised her, but he didn’t give her a chance to deny his assertion.


      His eager tongue delved inside her mouth in long strokes, giving her what she had been craving since he’d kissed her last. She allowed him to guide her from the doorway and into the bedroom. She dropped her towel without using it.


      He paused and sat down on the edge of the mattress. His cock stood up hard and thick, pointing right at her. She swallowed and chewed on her bottom lip for a split second as she wondered if this was a good idea. He was big everywhere and it had been a while since was with a man.


      Fuck it. Ride him like a stallion, Millie. Crawling on the comforter, she straddled him and wrapped her arms around his neck, conceding to the chemistry between them. Perhaps if she had sex with him, she would get him out of her system and could think more clearly.


      Lowering her hips until her slick slit pressed against his hard length, she kissed a path down his neck, tasting the soap on his clean skin. “Bomboncita, you have to stop doing that.”


      “No quiero. I want more.” She arched her back as he ran his hands over her heated flesh. He took the water droplets with him, making her shiver. He looked like any regular man. Seeing him naked made her wonder if he really did turn into an animal.


      “Mmmm. But is that wise? We’re enemies, after all.” His words would have stung much worse if he hadn’t been kissing a trail across her neck. His sexy voice went straight to her core, which responded with an aching clench.


      “I don’t feel like your rival. And I certainly want to do nothing but give you pleasure.” She made a point to lower her head and kiss the incision down the middle of his chest. Seeing it killed some of her desire.


      Wanting to refocus on sexy times, she bit his earlobe. His groan was rough and husky and followed by his hands traveling from her back to cup her breasts. The electricity had become a steady stream of erotic tingles like the best vibrator she’d ever owned.


      His hot palms seemed to brand her nipples. Unsurprisingly, his touch flamed her arousal making her grind against his erection. She needed more stimulation. “I can set aside my animosity toward you if you can.” Surely, he didn’t really hate her. He had a sweet nickname for her. He wouldn’t call her a beautiful woman if he didn’t like her.


      “I’ve wanted you from the moment I laid eyes on you.” She wanted to keep them focused on the pleasure and not her mistake. If she could take back what she’d done to him she would. She would tell him after they were done.


      His hands were teasing her nipples in the most delicious way at the moment. It felt natural between them. Like this was how they should always be with each other. Her heart swelled as his fingers danced around her areola to tease the underside of her breast.


      He placed warm, wet, openmouthed kisses along her collarbone, taking time to dip lower when he reached the middle. Her nipples hardened, needing attention from those full lips. “You taste like a pina colada. Fucking delicious.”


      “Oh….” Her response was lost when his lips claimed hers once again. Where his kisses had previously been gentle and coaxing, they were now dominant and insistent. They demanded her complete surrender with no stopping this time. Yes, please!


      She expected to have a moment of hesitation, but it never came. She had kidnapped and tortured him. She’d cut him open, injected him in an effort to steal his genetic code so she could use it to treat humans. Not exactly the best way to start a relationship.


      Her mind splintered when he pinched one of her nipples. Thankfully, none of her rational thoughts stopped the sensual hunger that was building to a painful level. Her body thrummed with an eagerness that she had never experienced with another male. At that moment, all she could think about was that she had to have him. Every delicious inch.


      Breaking the kiss, she leaned back and looked him over, relieved to see that his bruises and cuts were completely healed. It eased some of the guilt lingering in her mind. Her eyes snagged on the tip of his erection as it glistened between her labia, shining with her arousal.


      A smile glittered in his dark eyes. “Hungry, Millie?” The deep vibrato when he said her name was a sound that she would never forget. This shifter held the key to every fantasy she’d ever harbored, and she wanted him to unlock that door regardless of whether or not he turned into a wolf or bear or whatever.


      That realization lifted a weight from her chest. She hadn’t even been aware it was an issue for her. With that out of the way, she was confident they could get past the remaining anger he harbored toward her.


      “Starving. I told my cousin to stock the pantry. I can make us something.” She loved teasing him and gave him a wink then licked her lips when her gaze dipped to the muscles of his chest.


      His smile grew until he was laughing. The sound of him so lighthearted and carefree was a gift, she thought. Even before she brought darkness upon him, Hayden wasn’t a male who laughed often or freely. He carried a great weight on his shoulders and she wanted to ease that burden for him.


      “I have a better idea.” He stood up with her in his hold. A moan slipped from her when his cock rubbed her clit. It shifted into an objection when he put her down. She was only joking about wanting food. “Spread your luscious thighs, Millie,” he ordered.


      Bending one knee, she let it fall to the side and ran a hand up her other thigh, skimming over the evidence of her desire. “Like this?” Her eyes went half-mast as she pressed her clit with her index finger.


      “Fucking perfect,” he vowed then pounced on her.


      She squealed and watched as he kissed his way down her body. Pausing at her breasts, he licked her nipples while one of his fingers traveled from her hip to the top of her slit and paused millimeters away from where she ached most.


      “You smell like a beach. And I can see how wet and ready you are for me.” She almost smiled at the masculine pride she heard in his voice.


      “I didn’t realize you needed your ego stroked. Who wouldn’t be aroused? I mean, look at you?” He gave her a wickedly sensual grin that made her smile. She reached up and cupped his cheek, drawing his gaze while she lifted her hips, pressing against them his palm.


      “It’s my turn.” His chest vibrated close to her core, making her writhe.


      Ignoring him, she continued grinding and rubbing, seeking friction between her legs. “Damelo,” she begged.


      He shook his head like a flag flying in the breeze as he pressed her back into the mattress with his palm across her stomach. “Patience, mi alma.”


      Her eyes slid closed when he finally pressed his finger on her clit. “I have none, and it’s all your fault.” The admission fell from her lips on a moan.


      He pressed harder as those gorgeous chocolate-brown eyes skimmed her body, making electricity spark through her bloodstream. They looked as if they had a light behind them. “Where to start?”


      He seemed to answer his own question as he lowered his head to her breast and teased first one hardened tip and then the other. Her back arched of its own accord, pushing more of the sensitive skin into his greedy mouth. He growled as he devoured her flesh. The vibration adding a delicious sensation to the erotic mix. It only pushed her desire further up the hill. She needed to get to the top and jump off already. She couldn’t take much more of the buildup.


      Hayden levered himself over her lower half. She was mesmerized by the way his muscles moved under his skin. It reminded her that he could turn into a wild animal on a moment’s notice. At times she swore she saw something more glittering in his eyes, and it turned her on. He was a predator and she wasn’t afraid or disgusted by him. On the contrary, she enjoyed the glimpses of his true nature and didn’t have the desire to know more about his DNA. At least, not for the reasons she had been before.


      His finger slid through her slit to her opening and back to her clit, spreading moisture along the way. Thoughts splintered as he licked south of her breasts, his rough tongue caressing her flesh. His breath puffed against the curls at the juncture of her legs. Excitement sped her heart when his shoulders nudged her thighs apart. Wanting to share more of herself with him, she spread them wide.


      He parted her with his fingers, revealing her completely to his gaze. Her legs jerked and tried to close, but he held them firm and shook his head to the side once, telling her not to move. She nodded her understanding and had to look away. The moment was too intimate. She had no idea what to do with this level of closeness to a guy.


      Without hesitation, he lowered his head and licked a path straight to her clit. He licked and sucked her while his fingers teased her opening. Inserting first one finger and then another, he gently stroked in and out of her body in rhythm with his tongue.


      Her abdomen quivered and her body tensed. “Don’t stop. I’m close.”


      “Not a chance. I want you to come in my mouth.” His eyes glowed brightly when he looked at her.


      His words vibrated against the engorged nub as a mini orgasm exploded through her body. Her pussy clamped down on his fingers and she shuddered. But it wasn’t nearly enough. Her hips began moving as fast as his tongue. She’d never taken her own pleasure during sex before. Usually, she was left wanting after her partner was done.


      He ravaged her feminine flesh with as much hunger as he had her breasts. When his finger pressed on a spot inside as he sucked on her clit, she closed her eyes and stars burst behind her lids.


      She shouted his name. Pleasure drenching the syllables. Hayden never stopped what he was doing to her. Eventually she became so sensitive she didn’t think she could take any more while at the same time she needed to be filled.


      It made her squeeze his head between her thighs, holding him in place while her body rode the intense orgasm. He finally responded to her sensitivity and kissed his way north. He stopped to pay homage to her breasts, igniting her desire all over again.


      Hayden knelt between her thighs and pulled her toward him until her drenched core nudged the head of his shaft. She glanced down and saw his cock hard and ready to plunge into her.


      “Are you sure you want this Millie? You won’t be able to experiment on me after we do this.”


      “I want this,” she answered without hesitation. “I never want to cause you harm, nunca.”


      The head of his erection rubbed against her clit, arousing her further. “I’m not so sure this is a good idea. I thought to use you then make you pay…” His voice ended on a deep groan that rattled every cell of her body. He was talking himself through something, so she didn’t respond.


      She needed him to accept her fully, or they would never have a hope of getting past what she’d done. He ran the tip through her slick channel. The underside of his cock slid against her flesh, using her moisture to lubricate his long shaft.


      She moaned when he hit a particularly sensitive spot and sucked in a breath when he positioned his hard length at her opening. Looking down, she followed his movement as he entered her welcoming body in slow measures. Every sensation was heightened by watching the sensual act. Looking up, she saw his eyes were focused on her face.


      Time stood still in that moment. The past disappeared. All that mattered was the pleasure they shared. Glowing brown eyes pierced her soul and wrapped it in arms that refused to let go. She tried not to read too much into his expression. He was eager to fuck her, nothing more. He grabbed her hips, pushing deeper into her body, never once looking away from her eyes.


      ”Goddess. You feel so fucking good. Never felt better.” His hips began moving in earnest as he propelled her arousal to the top of that cliff again in seconds. She couldn’t believe she’d had one orgasm with a guy, let alone approaching a second.


      Her eyes shut to hide the fact that she was falling for him. He stretched and filled her almost to the point of pain, but it was an exquisite pain that she craved. She wanted this feeling to last forever.


      There was no doubt reality would soon return and what she’d done would become a problem between them once more. She was going to get everything she could out of this moment.


      She memorized every detail about him. The ink covering his muscular body and how the animals seemed to move as he towered over her. He caressed her body making her experience things she didn’t know were possible outside of romance novels. Those captivating eyes and his ruggedly handsome face were exquisite. His sinful smile that told her he knew exactly how he made her feel.


      His masculine groan called her away from her musings as his hands explored her body. He latched on to her breasts as he pounded harder against her flesh. She arched into him as her hips met his thrusts with a claiming of their own. She wanted him to join her on this flight.


      Grabbing his ass, she pulled him tight against her sex and she latched onto his nipple, sucking hard. Her climax hit at the same time he grunted. She felt fuller as her muscles clamped down.


      Releasing his nipple, she gazed up at him. She swore he was getting even bigger inside her. He could hardly move any more. His eyes were wide and reflected surprise and pleasure. So much pleasure.


      The discomfort from his swelling was lost as pleasure took her under like a tidal wave. She was more than willing to drown from pleasure. She felt his shaft pulse inside her as his release took him under, too. A split-second his face contorted as if he was in pain.


      She tried to sit up, but she couldn’t move. It was as if his cock refused to let her go. He grabbed his side. An angry look crossing his face. Looking down, she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. There was a red mark burned into his rib cage. She couldn’t see the entire thing, only caught jagged edges like those on his tribal tats. What the fork was going on?


      She pushed against his chest, trying to get him off her. “Stop, mi alma. I can’t separate our bodies yet. Not until the swelling goes down.” He growled the words through clenched teeth.


      “What’s going on? Why is, uh, your, uh, dick swollen and how’d you get burned?”


      “Fuck!” She flinched at his harsh curse. “Shifters swell when they have sex with their Fated Mates. The mating brand is part of that, as well.”


      Chills raced down her back. She wasn’t entirely certain what the hell was going on or what he meant by Fated Mate, but she had learned enough to guess it was something like a marriage. “Are we, like married now?”


      He remained silent for several long moments before he responded. “It has to be a mistake.”


      The swelling eased enough for him to pull out, and she jumped up, separating their bodies. She had to get away from him. Embarrassment made her skin flush. All she wanted to do was find a hole and crawl in. Rejection sucked.


      Not that she blamed him. She hadn’t exactly treated him nice. Just because she had fallen for the guy, didn’t mean he would feel anything but hatred toward her. He wouldn’t be in this mess if she hadn’t kidnapped him then tortured him for days.


      She snatched the leggings she had found before her shower and pulled them on over the semen dripping like a cold reminder of what they’d just done. Talk about a walk of shame. The sweater was over her head and she was running out the door a heartbeat later.


      “Stop, Millie.” Had Hayden called after her because he liked her? Was he going to explain anything? “We need to talk about this.”


      “Why? It’s clear you want nothing to do with me and are pissed that this mating or whatever happened. I’d go so far as to say you wish there was a way to make it and me go away.”


      Millie continued on her way out of the room, wanting to escape the pain searing her chest. It was clear something significant just happened and Hayden was horrified by the fact that he might be tied to her in any way.
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      Blaine looked away from the blue and gold light between the powerful High Priestesses hands. He wished he could erase the image he’d seen there. It was confirmation that Troy was working with Cyril or, if they were lucky, had been enthralled by the Unseelie King.


      The tension in the throne room had hit mach one-billion when they saw Cyril hand Troy the vial of black goo. When had this occurred? Did he have something to do with the explosion at Raynah Beach? They’d solved that case, but Blaine couldn’t help but ask if Troy played a hand in this incident.


      The question hung heavy in the air about whether or not this potion had something to do with the Unseelie King carrying out his vendetta against the Cuelebre dragons.


      “How the fuck did we miss this?” Angus’s roar rattled the walls and made Blaine’s dragon bow in response. He had no doubt the entire city could feel the King’s rage.


      Legette shook his shoulders and clenched his hands into fists. “There was no way to know he was collaborating with that bastard.”


      Kiera held up one hand while thrusting the other on her hip. “We can’t know that’s what was going on for sure. You and I know precisely the evil that Cyril is capable of. We should not assume one of our own was helping him. My guess is that Cyril is behind Troy’s bizarre behavior. It is possible your initial assessment is right that he designed this to kill us from the inside out.”


      Pema shook her head from side to side. “It’s not a destructive potion. We discovered that from the spell. When we tried to learn the secrets of the liquid, I got the sense it was meant to maintain.”


      “I think Kiera was right and Cyril was manipulating Troy and using this to keep his influence active. He would need to have something close, so his spell didn’t lose its potency.” At least Isis was calmer as she spoke now.


      Isis turned to her sister. “I have an idea. I’m going to cast an unravel spell while you do a reveal spell on the ingredients that are isolated before my energy destroys it completely.”


      “Good idea. Can you get me a vial or cup?” Pema asked a maid.


      “Right away, ma’am.” The maid was gone in a rustle of skirts. Blaine’s eyes remained glued to the female’s ass as it swayed beneath the fabric. He didn’t think he had slept with her yet.


      “What’s that for?” Kiera’s question made Blaine look away. By the time he turned back the maid was gone.


      “To pour some of the potion into a separate container so we don’t destroy it all. Right now, this is our only link between Cyril and Troy,” Pema explained.


      Blaine bobbed his head. “Makes sense.”


      The maid returned holding a small glass which she extended to Pema like an offering on the palm of her hand. “Here you are ma’am.”


      Pema smiled and picked it up. “Thank you.”


      “You move fast,” Blaine told the maid as he sidled up to her and lifted a lock of her sandy blonde hair. “I was going to offer to go for you, but you were gone before I could open my mouth. Not that I didn’t enjoy the sight of you walking away.”


      The maid giggled and her cheeks turned pink. Blaine gave her one of his smiles and leaned closer.


      Isis popped him on the back of the head. “Stop trying to get into her pants.”


      “She’s not wearing pants,” Blaine pointed out.


      Isis shook her head as she flipped the lid open and poured some goo into the cup then handed the original vial to Angus. “It’ll be easier to keep it in that. I have no idea what will happen if Cyril inserted a booby trap in this, so you guys might want to take a few steps back.”


      Blaine didn’t need to be told twice. He moved away along with everyone else. When they were about ten feet away the witches resumed the position that they were in moments ago when they used their magic to learn more.


      Braeden and Ronan stood sentinel behind the witches as they wielded their powers for the third time in the past hour. “Live and learn, learn and live,” both witches chanted at the same time.


      “I endeavor to break the potion within down to its base components.” Isis spoke the words at the same time her sister said a second later, “I endeavor to identify the ingredients that combined to create this potion.”


      “Do my bidding,” Isis demanded.


      Pema didn’t hesitate to add her part. “Bring to me, the knowledge true. Shine a light to illuminate each piece.”


      “By the Power of Three, so mote it be,” the witches called out in unison.


      For the third time that day mist gathered at their feet and built to surround them. The electrical current stung this time and carried a hot wind. The heat blew through the area as the black liquid rose from the container into the air. It spread out and resembled a black sheet of rice paper.


      Blue and gold light formed a frame around the rice paper. In the center images started to pop up and disappear in rapid succession. Blaine had no idea what he was looking at. He recognized plants but nothing else. The images stopped along with the wind and lights, leaving the room silent as a grave.


      “Shite,” Angus cursed. “That looked complex. Were you able to determine anything from all that?”


      Isis and Pema shared a look before Isis bobbed her head. “It was designed to maintain form, not eat away at a being’s essence. I have no idea why he was using it with Troy. Perhaps he was cutting off his ability to shift?”


      The King ran a hand through his hair. “I guess it’s possible, but it isna the best way to torture us.”


      “It’s not even efficient,” Legette added, voicing the thoughts running through Blaine’s head. He suppressed his dragon anytime he was intimate with a female that wasn’t Cuelebre. His eyes tended to go slitted when he got excited and he learned at a young age that often ruined the mood for the female and ended the encounter rather abruptly.


      “I hate that arsehole.” It was a common statement from the King and was echoed by most inhabitants of the realm. “We need a way to get our hands on him.”


      Kiera chuckled and patted Angus’s arm. “I’d settle for getting close enough to place the tracking spell Isis and Pema created on him.”


      “Problem is he’s a slimy fucker,” Blaine blurted. “How are we supposed to beat a phantom?”


      Angus crossed to the bookcase set along the wall behind the table and grabbed a large leather-bound tome. He set it on the table and started flipping through the pages. Blaine moved closer and peered at the book, seeing the pictures and words on each sheet upside down.


      He recognized buggane, powries, barghests, pixies and so many other Fae creatures. The paper was yellowed and worn. They had referred to it often throughout the years. Most of the population of Khoth were familiar with buggane because they fought them often but had little knowledge of the other creatures.


      Angus stopped when he reached a page that had a diaphanous form drawn on the page in dark grey. It looked like a male. It had a nose and thin lips along with arms, legs, and a torso. Blaine guessed it could have been female, but his special power was identifying anything of the female persuasion.


      Shivers took over Blaine as he stared at the sheet. It seemed as if the dark eyes started right into his soul. Angus tapped the image with his finger. “Perhaps Troy was possessed by a phantom. It would make sense. They invade a body and force the host to do their bidding.”


      “But it would need permission from Troy to inhabit his body. Nothing could take control over our dragons,” Dyson pointed out. “I had a hard time believing Theo’s son would try to force Izzy like that. No way can I see him allowing such a creature to take over his body.” Blaine had to agree with the court physician. Not to mention even if he wanted to say yes, his dragon would assert its dominance and force the phantom out.


      “And why would Troy be taking that potion?” Kiera asked.


      Pema stood up from where she had been bent over the book. “Perhaps that’s what the potion was for. Maybe he gave it to him to maintain the phantom’s possession.”


      “Anything is possible,” Isis barked.


      The floor rumbled and rolled beneath their feet, making Blaine curse silently. Isis’s anger caused destruction when it got out of control. They’d only just finished rebuilding the west wing of the castle after her son was arrested. They needed to keep her calm, so they didn’t lose the center of the building thus destroying the entire thing.


      “We can stand around here guessing about what the fuck happened and why he was taking this potion until we are blue in the face. I want to know what will get my son out of jail. None of this is helping him any.”


      Glasses tipped over on the table and pictures crashed to the floor in a shower of glass at the same time a crack spread from her feet to the door. Blaine could hear lightbulbs shattering in the hall. Thankfully the throne room was the only space that hadn’t been updated. The old school atmosphere spoke to Cuelebre heritage and a time before the King was shut out of Khoth, so no one had wanted to change the space.


      Braeden approached his mate and gathered her in his arms. “Calm down, love. We don’t want to bring Tatanen down on our son’s head, do we? That’s it,” he cooed as the earthquake slowed and the shaking lessened.


      Angus stood off to the side with his arms crossed over his chest. “I canna know how difficult this is for you, Isis. And I take no pleasure in keeping him incarcerated, but he used lethal force against a dragon when he could have subdued him. Unless we discover he didn’t kill a Cuelebre, then I canna release him.”


      In other words, he would never be freed from his cell. Blaine inched his way out of the throne room, not wanting to be present when the witch lost her shit. To his surprise the destruction stopped entirely as she started wailing.


      The sound carried a lifetime of anguish and broke Blaine’s heart. Isis’s agony spread like a fog throughout the room consuming every ounce of joy in its wake. It firmed Blaine’s resolve to find some way to help this family. No one should live with this much pain.
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      Hayden’s mind was blank for several long seconds. Milagro is my Fated fucking Mate! He shouldn’t be surprised. He’d had suspicions from the moment he met the female. The problem was so much had happened since then and he’d worked through his doubts, certain he had been right about her not being his one.


      He invited so much hatred and anger into his heart where she was concerned that now it colored his view of her. He wouldn’t forsake her because he couldn’t. His beasts would literally go insane if he denied them their Fated Mate, but he was going to have to do a lot of thinking. And have one very uncomfortable conversation.


      Hayden glanced in the dresser for something to wear. He had no desire to talk to his mate naked. It was going to be difficult enough as it was to keep from taking her again. Even now his libido was on overdrive and the small sweats were even tighter with his erection stuffed down one of the legs.


      Thank the Goddess the pain of his mating mark dimmed that discomfort somewhat. He placed a hand over the throbbing animal on his rib cage. When he lifted it and looked in the mirror over the dresser, he was surprised to see an odd mash-up of animals. He’d never seen a mating mark so unpleasant before.


      He supposed it was what he deserved for questioning the Goddess and going against her orders. Shaking his head, he tugged the tight cotton tee over his head and left the room. His aches and pains were fading as he descended. Before sex with Millie he’d healed, but since the moment he felt the knot forming in his cock his healing had kicked into high gear.


      Millie was in the kitchen pulling stuff from the fridge. Hayden took a moment to appreciate her backside as she bent over. A groan left him when his erection returned full force. Millie gasped and stood up then whirled around.


      “I didn’t mean to startle you.”


      Millie shook her head and waved her hand frantically. “It’s me. I can’t stop thinking about how karma always has its way, and Jack will find me and take me to jail for what I’ve done to you.”


      “We need to talk about that.”


      “You don’t need to say it. Jack might never find me after you’re through with me, right? I get it. What I did was unforgivable. My mother would be disappointed that I let her down. Seems I was destined to fuck up in an extraordinary way.”


      Hayden crossed to her and grabbed her hands. “Don’t ever talk about my mate like that.” Knowing she belonged to him, he didn’t bother shielding his mantle any more. His heart settled and his shoulders relaxed when his animals prowled beneath his skin.


      The sensation was comforting, as was the noise inside his head. He’d learned to tune it out long ago and he found it easy to keep that awareness separate, so he was able to function and remain aware of his immediate surroundings, as well as his shifters.


      “I believe fate played a hand in bringing us together. I can’t deny that I am still pissed about what you did. It shouldn’t have been possible. I thought the connection between mates was strong enough to stop you from doing something so horrific.”


      “I need you to back up. I’m pretty sure I know what you mean by mates, but I need you to explain it to me.” Hayden was taken back by the vulnerability in her eyes. She meant what she said about feeling bad about her choices.


      Hayden needed to feed his mate. He couldn’t see to all of her needs at the moment, so he decided to address what he could. Her stomach grumbled at the same time she nibbled on her bottom lip with misery evident in her eyes and scent.


      He led her to a stool at the island and sat her down then took stock of what she’d already grabbed and started making her a sandwich. “I suppose the first thing you should know is supernaturals like myself were created by the Goddess Morrigan and she gifted us with our other perfect half. Our Fated Mate. As mine, you carry a piece of my soul and I carry a piece of yours. We were literally made for each other.” That was a simplified version, but he wasn’t entirely certain how much he could share with her.


      He placed the ham sandwich in front of her and started making one for himself. She took a bite and watched him closely for several seconds before she responded. “There’s more you aren’t telling me which I understand. Focusing on what you shared with me I am relieved. I hadn’t understood the familiarity I felt when we met or the draw that kept me second guessing every move I made.”


      She grimaced and ran a hand over the back of her neck. “That makes me sound like I enjoy torture and have harmed countless people. That’s not the case at all. But I never had a problem studying plants, animals, and to a certain degree human beings; to understand disease and the role it played in our bodies. As well as ways to improve things such as eyesight, healing and vision.”


      Hayden grunted not caring to hear about her work. He knew he’d have to get over it at some point, but he wasn’t there yet. “There is a lot at play here and I will tell you more, but right now I need to contact Zander. He and the rest of the council won’t stop hunting for me until they find me.”


      Millie bobbed her head. “My cell isn’t safe, so I disabled tracking before we left and tossed it out when I stopped to let you out of the trunk. I never thought to pick up a burner.”


      “Is there wifi in the house?” He knew she had her computer with her. He’d seen it in her bag. If there was internet access, he’d be able to connect with the Vampire King.


      “Yeah, but I don’t know if Jack will be able to track me through the thing. I know unconnected it isn’t a threat, but I can’t say we will be safe if we link it to the web.” She could have given it to him and said nothing more. The fact that she had warned him meant she truly was sorry for what she’d done. It helped Hayden get over more of his anger.


      Hayden ate the rest of his sandwich as he scanned the large room. He crossed to pick up her bag when he saw it on a side table. “Killian will ensure we can’t be tracked. I just need to access the site he set up.”


      He pulled the computer out and set it on the island along with the satchel. Millie got up and removed a piece of paper from the side of the fridge then handed it to him. “I trust you not to get us caught. Is there anything I can do to help?”


      Hayden shook his head as he connected to the house’s wifi then logged into the council meeting room on TRex. Thank fuck Kill had insisted on creating the social media site for supernaturals.


      “Just be prepared for the Vampire King’s wrath. His daughter was in a dangerous situation with those soldiers and he won’t take kindly to that.”


      Millie’s shoulders visibly shook. “Maybe I should just go. I have no idea where, but I promise not to say anything about your location.”


      Hayden sent the message to Kill then crossed to Millie. “You aren’t going anywhere. You’re mine and I will never let you go again. But don’t worry I won’t allow anything to happen to you.”


      A smile spread over her face as her body softened against his. “I am yours. And it won’t matter if they hate me for what I did. All that matters is you don’t.” More of the ice melted as Hayden hissed in a breath when she lifted her hands to his chest and one brushed over his mating brand.


      Millie’s eyes went wide, and she yanked her hands away. “Did I hurt you?”


      Hayden wrapped his arms around her, pulling her against his chest, careful to position her away from his mark. The slightest touch from her had the blood rushing to his cock. It filled so fast his head spun and his shaft throbbed.


      “It’s not pain you caused, but we won’t have time to indulge again before—” Hayden was cut off by ringing from the computer.


      His heart slowed and his power came fully online at that moment. The council and his best friends had his back. No matter what happened now he wasn’t alone and wouldn’t be captured again.


      Pressing the accept call button, Hayden tightened his hold on Millie when she tried to step out of range when Zander’s and Evzen’s faces came into view with Killian behind them. Hayden could see the hall in the background telling him they were in the war room at Zeum.


      “Where the fuck have you been? We’ve searched for days. Izzy was nearly killed in the process.” Zander’s Scottish accent was thick as he growled at Hayden.


      Izzy’s voice floated from somewhere offscreen. “I wasn’t almost killed, dad. The soldiers never even got close to me.”


      Evzen had his staff gripped in his hand and he took one step closer to the camera. “Have you really been with a female for ten days without letting anyone know you were safe?”


      Zander’s eyes narrowed. “A human female at that. How did you hide your mantle from the shifters? Shite, Hayden I never took you for being irresponsible. You must know the alphas have had a helluva time controlling the packs.”


      Hayden jerked as if their words were physical blows. He hadn’t done anything except allow himself a couple hours to fuck Millie when he should have called them immediately.


      “Hayden didn’t leave his people of his own volition, so you need to stop yelling at him. He was imprisoned by,” her gaze shifted to him and she gave him a sad smile, “Me.”


      Curses echoed from the small computer speaker then Zander held up a hand and the room fell silent. “How did she get ahold of you? And how could you have led them right to us? Och, are you still so bent on revealing our existence?”


      Hayden’s chest constricted as his cheeks heated from shame. He had let them down, but not in the way they had assumed. “It’s a long story, but basically I let my guard down because of my attraction to my Fated Mate who was working for the government in a lab.”


      “That shouldna matter. You’re the fucking Omega. No one should get one over on you.” Zander’s eyes scanned what was visible of Hayden. “You’ve lost weight. What did your mate do to you?”


      “This conversation should be held in person.” Evzen interrupted Zander’s tirade, making Hayden want to hug the male. He didn’t want to discuss what Millie had done just yet. “Turn the computer so I can open a portal, Hayden.”


      “Get Bhric, Gerrick, Orlando and Santiago. I’m not going withoot more warriors,” Zander told someone off screen.


      Keeping hold of Millie, Hayden turned so his back was to the front door taking the computer with him. “There’s plenty of space to portal here. And we are in the mountains right now without any neighbors within a mile or more.”


      “Alright we’re coming through now. See you in a few,” Evzen said before ending the call.


      Hayden turned so he was leaning against the island and brought Millie into his side. Her heat scalded his mating brand driving him crazy, but he refused to give her any more space. He had no idea what Zander would do and wasn’t taking any chances.


      Energy prickled his senses, awakening his animals even further. The air thickened and wind danced through the room immediately. Followed by green, blue and purple lights that flashed in an oval shape across the space on the opposite wall. The colors swirled and the wind increased, carrying with it the smell of garlic and broiling meat.


      A second later the oval turned opaque then clear, revealing the grand entrance of Zeum. The familiar crystal chandelier and marble floors were overshadowed by the scowl on Zander’s face as he stepped through with his sgian dubh drawn.


      Bhric followed after him with his hands coated in ice while also clutching daggers. Gerrick, Evzen then Orlando and Santiago came through next. Izzy, Alex and Elsie were staring through the portal, but to Hayden’s surprise none of the females came through before the portal disappeared.


      Next to him his mate had gone stiff. Glancing over, he used a finger to close her gaping mouth. “Milagro Seijo, I’d like you to meet Zander and Evzen.” He gestured to the Vampire King and the Guild Master. “And this is Orlando and Santiago, two of my shifters as well as Dark Warriors. Bhric here is Zander’s brother and a warrior. And this is Gerrick, a Dark Warrior and one of Evzen’s sorcerers.”


      Zander took several menacing steps toward them while the others scanned the room. Gerrick headed up the stairs while Orlando and Santi looked out the windows. Hayden growled and crouched in front of his mate, partially shifting so he had a mouth full of sharp canines and claws on his fingers.


      “I’d stop right there, Vampire King. I will not hesitate to rip your throat out if you so much as lay a hand on my mate.”


      Millie placed a hand on Hayden’s back. He felt it shaking. “Don’t fight with your friends over me. We knew they would be upset. I’m prepared for that, but I would like to see you. All of you.”


      Hayden stood up, knowing what she wanted. His anger surged reminding him this is what she had wanted all along. Was this another ploy to get a sample from one of his animals?


      Rage boiled just below the surface, making it difficult to think straight. In the end Hayden refused to show her and dropped the shift before he turned to face her. Her face crumpled and she wrapped her arms around herself. He’d hurt her. The thought soured his stomach. Deciding he’d have to live with the discomfort. He wasn’t ready to forgive her yet. He needed to deal with that later, he faced Zander.


      “A lot has happened since I saw you last. I need to start by saying you are right, and I am sorry for not listening before. Although I think the Goddess was at work and trying to lead me to my Fated Mate.” At least that was the excuse he was going with.


      Zander backed down and shoved his weapons in the back of his pants. He pulled a bag over his shoulder and tossed it to Hayden. “I brought you some clothes that will fit. Now, you’d better tell us everything.”


      While he stood behind the island and changed, Hayden gave them a rundown of the events leading up to his capture and the moment he reached out to them. Leaving out the intimate moment between him and Millie, of course.


      Zander ran his hand through his shoulder length black hair. “Shite this is a fucking disaster. I canna believe you would do such a thing. I want to beat some sense into you, but I think the Goddess already made you pay for your mistake. I canna promise I will trust your mate anytime soon, but I willna try to harm her for what she did. The most important issue at the moment is dealing with the lab and the information the military now has on us.”


      “They have video of your fight with them. They recorded you guys disappearing. I told them that’s what happened to our kind when they were killed, but I doubt they bought it.” Hayden sat in a chair at the table and pulled Millie onto his lap.


      Zander and Evzen took a seat as well while the others remained on high alert.
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      Millie looked for a way to escape the intense scrutiny. Her heart ached and all she wanted to do was curl into a ball and cry her eyes out. That wasn’t something she would ever do, so she sat on Hayden’s lap and endured their pointed stares.


      She watched Hayden talk to his friends about how they were going to get onto the base to take out the system. She’d discovered enough to know her machines were simply behind, but they would eventually produce the results she’d wanted. No forking way was she going to allow Jack to get his hands on that knowledge. Her mate and his kind would forever be hunted.


      “I’m sorry. I never should have allowed my greed for knowledge to prompt my behavior. I have to live with hurting a man when I carry part of his soul, apparently.” Millie shook her head wishing this was all a nightmare that would go away. Except Hayden. She wanted him in her life.


      Hayden brushed her hair aside and kissed the side of her neck. “I will eventually forgive you, mi alma. What’s important now is to focus on how we can ensure the safety of the Tehrex Realm.”


      “The what? What’s the Tehrex Realm?”


      Hayden’s breath blew across her shoulder in an erotic wave that sucked her under its sensual current. Her hips wiggled, pressing on his growing erection. His low growl only heightened her need. What stilled her movements was remembering how Hayden hadn’t trusted her enough to show her who he was.


      Hayden’s fingers tightened for a second on her hips. “The Tehrex Realm is the hidden world of supernaturals that humans are unaware of. We are self-sufficient and not reliant on your human government.”


      Millie bobbed her head. “It’s easier to understand that it is some other planet or something.”


      Hayden chuckled. “That would be the realm of Khoth.”


      “What?” Millie was certain he had to be kidding.


      Zander grunted and rolled his eyes. “Hayden stop tormenting your mate.”


      “And we can all stop making her feel as if she will be hated forever. No one is perfect. Tori tried to kill me before we were mated. And Elsie was out hunting and killing vampires before she met you, Zander. Braelynn kidnapped you, Evzen. And Bhric and Nikko died under her care. Millie might have taken things a bit far, but she isn’t evil for what she did.”


      Tears gathered at the back of Millie’s throat and blurred her vision. “Thank you, Santiago. I don’t deserve your support, but I appreciate it.”


      Orlando smiled at her, making her feel even more relaxed. Perhaps this really would work out in the end. “How were you able to cut into his heart? Twice!”


      Millie was pushed against the table as Hayden sat forward. He was going to rip into one of his shifters to defend her. He had endured enough because of her. She believed he was right that fate brought them together. It was what gave her the courage to move forward.


      “It wasn’t easy,” Millie blurted before Hayden opened his mouth.


      The room went silent and Bhric stopped pacing to listen to her. That was a blessing in and of itself. The Vampire Prince was huge. She’d never seen a guy with more muscles. He intimidated her with his size, but what set her on edge was his incessant pacing in front of the picture window.


      She took a deep breath and dove right in. “I’ve been a scientist my entire life, so when I was told there was a man claiming to turn into an animal, I had to see it. I remember the way my heart raced as fast as my mind usually does. Without a thought to the consequences, I shared the information with my boss and after that I had no choice.”


      Hayden laid his hand on her arm. “You don’t have to do this.”


      Turning in his arms, she looked into his gorgeous brown eyes. “I want you to hear this. My stomach was full of worms while I took your blood. The first time I cut into your chest I threw up in my mouth. I almost didn’t do it, but I didn’t want Jack to come in, so I chose to do the needle biopsy. I hoped it would give him what he wanted without causing you too much harm.”


      “How did you keep him under control? He’s one of the most powerful beings alive.” The Vampire King was smaller than his brother, but no less intimidating.


      Millie shrugged her shoulders. “I studied everything I could related to paranormals and spoke with dozens of people. I took what I learned about what I assumed were herbal remedies and combined them with a drug to sedate him. It didn’t knock him out like I expected, but it did weaken him. I never wanted it to make it so he was hurt by the guards.”


      Hayden rubbed her back in a soothing gesture. “You can’t keep beating yourself up for what has already happened. It’s done and in the past. We need to look forward now. Besides, it wasn’t all bad. I recall a couple very hot kisses.”


      Millie’s gaze shifted to his lips and she licked hers, wanting more of those tempting kisses. Hayden took matters into his own hands and claimed her mouth with a growl that vibrated against her nipples. No, it wasn’t all bad.
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      A throat cleared, reminding her they had an audience. Heat rushed to her cheeks as she realized she was straddling Hayden’s lap and writhing in his arms. The movements sucked her into the tidal wave of his desire. She was tumbling head over heels as her body strained for just the right amount of pressure to relieve the ache building between her legs.


      “As fun as this might be to watch, it makes me miss Alex.” Based on the deep Scottish accent, Millie thought that was Bhric talking


      “And we have a plan to devise.” That had been Zander, proving her assumption had been correct.


      The smile Hayden gave her then was worth every second of her discomfort at dry humping him in front of his friends. She’d never done something so brazen in her life. It was like a wildfire ignited and swept through her veins like a tornado taking every scrap of common sense and dignity she had with it. Worst part was she didn’t care. She only wanted more.


      “I want to understand more of what they intended to do with my samples. We need to know what they wanted to accomplish.” Hayden’s expression was as soft as his words, making it easier for Millie to hear his request.


      “At some point over the years our goals shifted. Jack recruited me right out of med school. I specialized in genetics and he wanted me to use genome mapping and genetic manipulation in the hopes of removing the bad gene. We focused on diseases like cardiomyopathy and ALS. I loved that work, but we weren’t making progress and we lost some key pharmaceutical companies. That’s when Jack approached the military. He sold it to me as us discovering new territory and improving the lives of countless, starting with soldiers that put their lives on the line to protect our country.”


      “You were okay with using beings that put their lives on the line to protect you from horrors you can’t even imagine, to create super soldiers?” The disdain in Zander’s voice was tangible.


      Millie shifted to a seat of her own. When Hayden protested and tried to pick her up again, she shook her head. “You’re too distracting. And, to answer your question, Zander. I didn’t think of it that way. My focus has been on removing their weaknesses to give them an edge up. They face people that have no qualms about using kids strapped with bombs to kill their enemies. I was trying to level the playing field while also searching for a way to cure the sick. You have to understand until I met Hayden, I had been able to approach my work as a scientist and doctor. I hadn’t considered he would have feelings or be hurt by what I was doing. That’s my biggest shame. I should have known better, but I didn’t.”


      Hayden sat forward with his hands fisted on the table. “You don’t have to understand Zander, but you will respect my mate. Like Santi said. No one is perfect and she is trying to make amends. If I can forgive her for starving me, drugging me and experimenting on me then it should be good enough for you, too. We will become enemies if you continue to treat her poorly. I stood by your side and supported Elsie when the realm was afraid of what she had become. I didn’t taunt her or belittle her for her choices. I have fucked things up between us enough. I’d hate to see it all crumble because you’re a stubborn jackass.”


      Zander glared at Hayden for several tense seconds. Millie wasn’t the only one reacting to the leaders. Orlando and Santi stood off to the side watching while being pulled in both directions.


      Evzen sat forward with his hands clasped in front of him and kept his attention focused on her. “Ignore their posturing.” Millie knew he was talking to more than just her. “Can you tell us how high up this knowledge goes? It sounds like Hayden approached some mid-level employees and they followed protocol by reaching out to your boss. I doubt they pose a threat. It’s what your boss did with that video that has me concerned.”


      Millie felt Hayden’s gaze land on her. His eyes called to her, telling her he wanted to get her naked. No, that’s just your overactive hormones at work. Thinking past the desire wasn’t easy but neither was medical school.


      “Honestly, I have no idea. I was never part of those conversations, but it had to be someone fairly high up the food chain. Jack left me to my work until after he had the video. Then he showed up and forced me to,” Millie paused rubbing a hand over her stomach. Bile gurgled and bubbled, trying to work its way up her esophagus.


      “The asshole seemed possessed,” Hayden interjected. “Millie is right. It goes pretty high. He forced her to do experiments she didn’t want to.”


      Zander nodded to Hayden and released a heavy sigh. “We need to get Kill into their system so he can look around. Perhaps there’s a trail that will tell him who we need to deal with.” Millie took that as a good sign. Seemed as if they had already moved past their differences. She wished it would be that easy between her and Hayden.


      “Even though we are located on a military base, the computers at the lab aren’t connected to the government because we have a contract with them. It’s why I was able to reset the security system to get Hayden out of the lab. I’m not sure if you guys can access the military. I’d bet they have the most secure networks in the world. They’d better be. They control nuclear weapons, after all.”


      Hayden turned around and grabbed the computer off the island. “Let’s call him and include him in the discussion.”


      Millie watched as he went into something that resembled a social media platform and sent a message to Killian. “Is that a private group on Facebook?”


      Everyone laughed at her question. “No, love. Killian developed this long before that program came out. It’s private and can only be accessed if you are a member of the Tehrex Realm.”


      “Or Heaven,” Gerrick added. The scarred warrior had been quiet until that moment. He looked like he invented resting bitch face. “Killian brought angels in so Ramiel and Izzy could chat without her calling him.”


      “Angels are real too?” Millie’s voice was high enough to crack glass.


      Unfortunately ringing filled the air and Hayden answered the call. A good-looking man with golden hair and light green eyes that reminded Millie of Jade popped up on the computer screen. Loud music played in the background.


      “Killian owns Confetti Too, the best nightclub in the Tehrex Realm in addition to being our tech expert. Hey, Kill. This is my mate, Milagro Seijo.”


      “Nice to meet you, Milagro. What can I help with?”


      “What will you need to access a company’s computers? Specifically, a lab of theirs that is situated on a military base,” Hayden explained.


      “I work, uh worked for Jack Walton at Codance and my lab is located on Fort Belvoir.”


      Killian’s fingers flew over the keyboard as he looked to the left. Millie guaranteed he was searching for the company and possibly even Jack. Any IT person she’d ever known had a desk that was surrounded by a minimum of three monitors so they could do several things at once.


      “The company known for running drug trials?” Killian lifted one eyebrow in question.


      Millie’s forehead furrowed. Perhaps they still had that listed on their site. “That’s the one. Only we haven’t been doing any trials for a while. I’ve been researching anything related to paranormals for years now.”


      “I hate to break it to you, but Cadence still runs trials. And, I don’t see evidence of a contract with the military or a lab on Fort Belvoir.”


      Millie sat forward and reached for the computer, dragging it to her. “What do you mean? That’s where I have been going every day for work.”


      “We escaped from there a few hours ago,” Hayden added.


      Zander ran a hand through his silky hair like he was a child. Millie wanted to laugh at the idea of the Vampire King using his hair to pacify himself. It was more likely a way he kept his temper from launching into the stratosphere.


      “I smell a rat,” Orlando blurted.


      Zander nodded. “Agreed. Could he have known she was your Fated Mate, Hayden? Did you get the sense he knew more?”


      Hayden glanced at her and cupped her cheek, settling her racing heart so it was no longer playing ‘If You’re Happy and You Know It’ on her ribs. “I can’t say. It’s certainly possible.”


      “If Angelica hadn’t already been killed, I’d say she was behind this. She knew how to discover that information and was a power-hungry bitch.” Millie glanced over at Evzen at the bark in his tone. She’d assumed he was a quiet guy.


      “Assuming someone from your realm is behind this, how would it change your investigation?”


      “It would change how we handle their systems. We would need to scan it for clues first.” Zander stood up. “Is there any scotch in the house?”


      “No. I think I saw some tequila above the fridge,” Millie replied. “So, copy it before you destroy it. We can’t allow the DNA analyzer to continue. If he shares the results with anyone it would be impossible to find every trace.”


      Zander grabbed the bottle and opened cabinets until he found a glass. Millie could use a drink after the day she’d had. The last two weeks really. Not that she would change a second if that meant giving up her Omega. Hayden had worked his way into her heart and made her fall helplessly in love with him.


      Now she needed to help protect him and his friends. She couldn’t go back to her world, so she was going to have to make the best of theirs. If they’d have her. And her parents! She couldn’t leave them behind. They meant too much to her.


      Hayden rubbed her back again. “What is it?”


      “I was just thinking about my parents. They might be in danger. If what I got involved with causes their death, I will never forgive myself.”


      “I will have some of my shifters get them to safety.”


      “But how? They will never go somewhere with a stranger.” She couldn’t catch her breath. They would be kidnapped and used to force her to give herself up. They would never survive the torture Millie now knew Jack was capable of.


      “Don’t worry about them,” Hayden assured her.


      Zander poured a glass of tequila and handed it to her. “Looks like you need this. We can send them to the house on the island for a vacation.”


      “Thank you. I know it might seem stupid to worry about them when you have so much more to deal with, but they mean everything to me.” Millie wouldn’t be able to think straight knowing they were in danger.


      “I’ve already sent plane tickets to Hayden’s email along with a car rental and other details about the area,” Killian added.


      Hayden picked her up then and resettled her on his lap. “Thank you, Kill. We will be sure that the email with tickets comes from Millie. And you can call them after we’re done here.”


       Heat and desire washed over Millie in another wave. She went under willingly enjoying the heat that turned her legs into noodles and her body into a live wire. She thought maybe she managed to nod before she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her mouth to his.


      His tongue licked the seam of her lips, seeking entry. Before they got carried away, Zander’s voice interrupted, derailing the moment. “Och, this is going to take an eternity if they keep getting sidetracked. There’s no doubt they’re mates.”


      Millie flushed and broke away from Hayden’s mouth. His arms tightened so she couldn’t escape. “Sorry.”


      Zander waved his hand. “Doona worry aboot it. All of us understand the mating pull. In the beginning before it’s completed ‘tis undeniable.”


      Killian was back to typing on the keyboard. “It will be best to end this meeting soon. I’ll be quick. I will need you to get access to the mainframe on site. I will have a thumb drive for you to run a program from. The lab isn’t connected to Codrance’s intranet. I’ll need a couple minutes to connect and download their data before you destroy it.”


      “Getting on the base could be a problem,” Millie pointed out.


      “I can enthrall the gate guards to let us through and forget they ever saw us.”


      Millie glanced from Zander to Hayden. “It’s a vampire ability and as their king Zander is the strongest in this area.”


      “How many guards are on site?” Gerrick asked.


      “During the day there are a dozen guards on my level along with four lab assistants. But I have no idea what happens on the first four levels of the building. They could be military teams for all I know.”


      “Can you access them with your thumb print?” Hayden’s hand never stopped running up and down her back. It made it very difficult to pay attention.


      Millie shook her head to clear her out-of-control hormones. “No. I tried when I first started there. I never asked. I knew we were on a military base. Plus, I spent a lot of time traveling around the world following leads.”


      “I can cloak the elevator doors and controls as we descend,” Evzen interjected. “Gerrick I want you to add your power to ensure the spell remains active if either of us gets injured.”


      Millie relaxed against Hayden and listened to them detail their plans. The knot in her gut eased. For the first time since they mentioned going into the lab, she thought they might actually pull this off.


      The past twenty-four hours were catching up with her and her eyes drooped. She tried to force them back open, but they wouldn’t cooperate. Hayden’s heat and the way he was rubbing her back weren’t helping any either. When her lids finally shut, she conceded and decided a short nap couldn’t hurt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    


    
      Hayden hated hiding like a frightened rabbit. He wanted to barge through the trees and leap over the fence then destroy that fucking building. He couldn’t or he would ruin every chance they had for a successful mission. He had to reach for patience he didn’t have at the moment.


      Evzen was hiding them from the soldiers parading through the forest on their side of the gate searching for any sign of him and Millie. Not that they needed it. The soldiers sounded more like a herd of elephants to Hayden, making it easy for them to avoid being seen. He shuffled from foot to foot and rubbed his side.


      Hayden’s mating brand hurt like a mother fucker. He’d barely been away from Millie for a couple hours and all he could think about was returning to her side. He was ready to get this mission over with so he could spend time with his mate. They’d met and established their relationship in the middle of a storm, and he had no idea how that was going to impact things going forward.


      The pressure of it all would either turn them into a diamond, making them unbreakable or leave them wary and posturing with each other for centuries to come. Hayden knew now there was no way to live without her. Just because they were Fated Mates didn’t mean they were going to have a nice little happily ever after.


      Sure, it was rare, but he’d seen too many couples destroy each other to believe he’d hit the relationship lotto and he could look forward to a life where his other half handled complaints and helped the packs so they would have time to make love at night.


      Stop expecting the worst. Millie has shown you who she is. He needed to listen to that voice rather than allow the agitation of being so close to the place where he’d been held helpless to impact his attitude toward her. He promised her he would give her a chance.


      Expecting shit to go bad wasn’t giving them a new start. The acerbic tone would seep from his mouth next time he saw her if he didn’t make an effort to change his thinking. Millie might have kidnapped him and conducted unthinkable experiments on him, but she hadn’t been unnecessarily cruel like the guards and Jack.


      They needed to destroy this program and their information so he could move on and get back to her side. The reminder was too fresh sitting in the trees less than a quarter mile from the fence.


      “Is that the building?” Zander’s voice broke through Hayden’s mental battery.


      Hayden rubbed his eyes and scanned the area. “I think so. Honestly, it was late at night and I wasn’t exactly in tiptop shape.” Not to mention his mind was running on benzos and his body was eating itself to survive.


      The extra room he had in the leather pants Zander had brought him was proof of how much body mass he’d lost in the last ten days. He had to roll the waist to ensure they didn’t fall off!


      Evzen clapped him on the shoulder. “You’re out now and already looking better. This is the area where Millie directed us. I’m sure we are staking out the correct building.”


      Zander shook his head. “I’m no’ saying she gave us false information. What I’m saying is we could be in the wrong place. I’ve never been here before. But I was hoping your other senses might help confirm we are no’ wasting our time.”


      “You’re right. This place puts me on edge and I instinctually shut off my animals when we got close.” Hayden hated admitting such cowardly behavior.


      “So that’s why Zeke couldn’t locate you and the shifters felt cut off. That was smart thinking.” Zander’s words were a shock. He expected recrimination.


      Evzen bobbed his head as he held his staff close to his side as he continued to conceal their presence. “Who knows what that asshole Jack would have done if he’d seen you actually shift. My guess is he would have hacked you up himself in an effort to get the information he wanted and taken the video to everyone in the government to mobilize the troops.”


      Hayden had to hide a shiver that coursed through his body. Hearing that was like being dunked in a tank of ice water. “You’re right. He would have shown up before they returned me to my cell and there wouldn’t have been anything for you guys to find. And to answer your question, this is the right place. Now that I stopped shielding my beasts, I can smell the sour odor he emanated.”


      “Have the staff already arrived? Or was Millie right that they altered schedules?”


      Hayden considered Zander’s questions. Millie had informed them shit would change the second they discovered he was gone along with her. “There’s too much to sort through, but I would have to say they’ve changed shifts. I can’t pick up any hints of the lab techs having been here recently, so perhaps they’ve told them not to come in.”


      “I’d bet they don’t want individuals without combat training showing up until they locate Millie and you,” Evzen pointed out.


      “That makes sense. And based on what my mate told us there are triple the guards patrolling the building this time of night. And there were double the soldiers stationed at the gate. We can safely assume all passwords have changed which will make accessing her computer a problem.”


      Zander ran a hand through his hair. “That’s why Killian will need a couple minutes before we destroy the computer system. His program has to hack into their network first.”


      Hayden glanced sideways at his friend. “I never heard him explain that.”


      Zander chuckled. “You were preoccupied with your mate.”


      “This mating compulsion is fucking brutal. All I can think about is Millie and being with her. I want this over with so I can get back to her.”


      “I can’t wait to return to Braelynn, too. At this point in her pregnancy, she’s craving lemon tarts and sex, so she hates having me away.”


      “I remember those days with Elsie,” Zander shared. “She was insatiable when she was pregnant. I think that’s the only reason she agreed to move back to the Tehrex Realm and leave Izzy behind. No’ that we told our daughter that.”


      It was nice to hear Zander talk about being away from Izzy without his mood souring. He knew it was still a sore subject for his friend, but perhaps they were making progress with her.


      Hayden’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out to see a text from Zeke. “Fucking hell. Not now.”


      Zander’s head snapped toward Hayden. “What is it?”


      “The shifters felt when I closed my beasts off and some of the younger ones shifted in public.”


      “Shite! Where? Do we need to leave and handle the falloot?”


      “No. Kyran has already dispatched the Dark Warriors to Myrtle Beach to erase memories there. Because it was the middle of the night there weren’t too many witnesses. They’re more worried about someone recording the incident. And the one in Tennessee wasn’t as public and is being handled by the local alpha. He’s in contact with Kyran in case they need help with humans.” Hayden would have to thank the Vampire Prince for jumping in to help


      “Let’s get on with this then. We canna have you closing yourself off again. I can handle the gate guards.” As a vampire, Zander could manipulate human minds. As the Vampire King he could control several humans at once. “Based on Gerrick, Orlando and Santiago’s reports, it seems as if they’ve sent most of their soldiers off base to search the closest cities.”


      “Is there a way we can keep this section from seeing what’s happening on the other side of the fence?” Hayden didn’t want the soldiers out here seeing them approach the building. They could set off an alarm and get them caught underground.


      They had started walking toward their car but Evzen paused and turned to face the building. “I can cast a perimeter along the fence that’ll block the rest from view.” A second after Evzen chanted his spell, Hayden could no longer see the building and they continued on their way.


      Hayden’s heart sputtered like it was an old VW Beetle objecting when he pressed the gas pedal to the floorboard. His beasts retreated very aware of the danger he was walking into. He had to use more power than he anticipated to keep from jumping out of the vehicle before Zander flipped them like a pancake and headed to the gate.


      Before he knew it, the gate came into view. “You ready, Z?” Hayden didn’t think he would ever be ready to go back there, but he had no choice.


      “There are six watching the gate. I can grab all of their minds withoot problem. I’ll need you both to make sure none of those patrolling the grounds see us and try to intervene.” Zander stopped next to one of the guards a second later.


      “Identification please,” the guard barked. He held a clipboard and had two soldiers behind him with more in the closet-sized building behind them.


      “We’re visiting,” Zander replied. Hayden knew the second Zander grabbed hold of their minds. His gaze had been focused on the guards in the shack and he saw their eyes go blank.


      The three by the car stared through Zander, but nothing happened. The bar remained down, barring their entrance.


      Hayden’s heart was closer to a hummingbird at that moment and his breathing had increased. “What the fuck is happening?” It was close to sunrise. They didn’t have time for this shit.


      “There’s some kind of resistance to my command. I was able to stop their alarm, but there’s a sticky web around their minds.” It was clear the admission bothered Zander greatly.


      “Is this normal when you deal with members of the military? Perhaps it’s a natural effect of their training. If not, we are dealing with something far more sinister than greedy humans.” Hayden’s gut clenched as he put that possibility out there.


      Zander didn’t respond for a few seconds. The bar finally lifted, and they were driving before Zander answered Hayden. “The few I have had to deal with before were no’ any more difficult to control, but I havena dealt enough to really say if it’s typical or no’.”


      Evzen’s eyes narrowed as he shifted his gaze away from Zander and toward the gate guards. “I don’t see a sign of an enchantment. And, if a demon is at work here, I should see a dark fog surrounding their minds. We shouldn’t rule out the possibility entirely. I’m sure there are ways to hide all evidence.”


      They were halfway to the lab when lights flashed over their car from both directions. Hayden pulled a Gumby and shifted in his seat to discover at least a dozen jeeps barreling toward them.


      Hayden gripped the back of Zanders seat and shoved his head between the two front seats. “How the fuck did they find us so fast?”


      Evzen pointed out his window. “I’d bet it was through surveillance. Millie was right about them being on high alert.”


      “We need to turn around and get the hell out of here,” Hayden growled. His animals retreated and tried to curl into a ball in his chest. That more than anything made Hayden grab hold of the lingering rage over what had happened to him. He was not a coward and would never run from a fight.


      He was the fucking Omega, and these assholes should quake before him. He let his power loose just a bit. Zander’s mantle expanded to meet Hayden’s. Evzen followed suit.


      “I canna turn around. There are trucks blocking the exit. These fuckers are far too capable. There is no way we can allow them to retain knowledge of our kind. We will never be safe again.” Zande’s knuckles turned white where he gripped the steering wheel.


      Zander jerked the wheel to the right and sped down a street, avoiding the approaching vehicles. “Look for a map of the base. We need to find another way oot of here.”


      Hayden grabbed his cell phone and pulled up Google maps while Evzen called Killian and asked him to search as well. That was smart. He would likely find a way faster than Hayden.


      Scanning the app, Hayden couldn’t see another way off the base. “Turn right up here.” Tires squealed behind them. The soldiers knew the place far better than they did.


      “The other way off the base is all the way across from your current location,” Killian said through the speaker on Evzen’s phone.


      “It’ll be better to turn back the way we came and fight our way off the base.” They wouldn’t have enough time to get Zander inside before the sun rose and fried him. They’d planned on this being a quick in and out in the dawn hours when there should have been the fewest humans on the base.


      “There is no way we can face that number of soldiers,” Evzen pointed out.


      Hayden studied the map closely. “I can’t see what is out in this section but turn left here. It’ll get us closer to help than any other direction.”


      Evzen’s staff appeared in his hand and he chanted a spell that covered their movements. Smart thinking. If the soldiers went on a wild goose chase it might give them a chance to get away.


      Hayden heard rubber burning and voices calling out orders in the cars behind them. The trick might not work after all when some were sent left and others right. Hayden glanced around as Zander drove.


      “We’re running out of streets out here. We have to either head north or south to one of the exits,” Hayden told them. “We’re going to have to hope we can get over the fence out here and find a place to hide before the sun rises.”


      Hayden’s heart was beating faster than it ever had before and his mating mark was burning like a whore in church. This had not gone like they’d expected. They had all anticipated getting in and out without much effort. That’s why only the three of them had gone on the mission. They were the leaders of the Tehrex Realm dealing with humans for fucks sake. Hubris wasn’t a good look for anyone.


      They weren’t guaranteed success just because they were supernaturals and facing a weaker species. It was a lesson they all needed to remember. Zander stopped the rental at the end of a street, and they all jumped out.


      Hayden shoved his phone in his back pocket and ran behind some residential units. At least he assumed soldiers lived in them based on the snores he was able to pick up. “The forest is to the west behind that structure down the street and our best bet, but we need to be quiet. Soldiers are sleeping in these buildings.”


      Zander and Evzen cursed as they ran away from their car. Hayden’s animals prowled beneath the surface fueling his efforts. He was still weak and would have fallen behind if not for them.


      They barely made it behind a large structure before headlights illuminated the spot where they’d been standing. Sunrise wasn’t too far off and they had a lot of ground to cover before they got to safety.


      He had landed them in the biggest pile of shit, and he had to find a way to get them out of it. Too bad they were outnumbered and locked inside a nearly impenetrable military base.
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      Isis paced a short circuit in the throne room while everyone discussed the potion, the phantom and how Theo was going to handle this news. Blaine wondered what the witch was thinking about. Her tears had dried up and she wore her burn-shit-down expression.


      “I refuse to give up,” Isis announced as she wore a path on the stone floor.


      The King approached her and everyone, including Blaine gasped. You didn’t get in Isis’s way when she was in one of these moods. The female would rearrange your face with a whispered word.


      “I’m no’ asking you to stop searching. Blaine discovered more in one day than we were able to since you replayed the day that Troy attacked Izzy. He has just started his investigation.”


      Blaine stepped forward with a smile on his face. “I promised you I’d discover what happened gorgeous, and I will.” Braeden crossed his arms over his chest and stepped behind Isis to glower at Blaine who smiled wider.


      He was familiar with male disapproval. Part of being a lover was appreciating beauty when he saw it. There was no way he would ever be with the powerful witch. She was mated to Braeden, but Blaine would complement her.


      All women like hearing they were seen as attractive by more than just their other half. It boosted their confidence and hopefully it would calm Isis down.


      Isis leaned her back against Braeden and thrust her hands on her hips. “Seems to me as if you’ve hit a dead end. While it’s nice to know he might have been possessed by a phantom we can’t say for sure, so that doesn’t help Donovan get the fuck out of that cell. And it didn’t give you another direction to investigate.”


      “You’re right. We weren’t able to determine Troy was definitely possessed. If we had, we would be asking how much of Troy’s life force had been drained by the phantom. Donovan might not be responsible after all. I will continue looking into this possibility and hunt for any evidence to support that theory.” Blaine wouldn’t stop until he had. Puzzles were his weakness. Once he started one, he couldn’t put it down until he solved it.


      “We can run a tracking spell on the potion. I bet it’d lead us to the phantom. If we can capture this Unseelie nightmare we can force it to talk,” Pema interjected in a rush.


      Isis stood up straight and nodded vigorously before shifting narrowed eyes to the King. “What exactly do we need to find?”


      Angus ran his hand across the back of his neck and looked to Legette who shook his head from side to side once. “Shite, I know many doona want me to tell you this, but I trust you will no’ use it against me. I need proof that the Fae weakened Troy to support Donovan’s claim that he didna use lethal force like he claimed. That ‘tis the only explanation for why a Cuelebre dragon would be killed in a fight. If Donovan only meant to stop him and get Izzy to safety, then Troy would be alive today. Dragons are no’ easy to kill.”


      “I know I haven’t been the easiest witch to deal with and I’m not going to apologize for it because Donovan is my son, but I promise to control my temper better. It’s inexcusable for me to keep destroying parts of your castle.”


      “Don’t worry about that. I would do far worse if Blaze was in danger, besides it’s not as if you haven’t given the realm peace of mind. Without your spells and potions Cyril would be able to enter any home in Duamutef,” Kiera told Isis with a smile.


      “It has already been a trying few days, but we still have a tracking spell to cast.”


      “Let’s go to the parapet before you do the magic.” Blaine wanted to be in dragon form and easily able to follow any trail that was revealed. He told the group as much.


      “Can Braeden and I ride on your back, Blaine?” Isis laughed at Braden’s objection and ran toward the stairs.


      “That’s cruel, mate,” Braeden growled.


      Isis walked backwards with a smile on her face. “Would you rather search by foot? There are no cars on Khoth.:


      Braeden’s gaze shifted to Angus and Isis slowed and turned around to walk with Isis. “When are you going to have your designers create the first car? It would make it much easier to get around.”


      The King shook his head side to side. “Never. Their carbon footprint will cause as much damage as the Buggane. I considered electric cars, but I doona want to cut down forests to make space for roads. Dragons offer to fly non-fliers around for a small fee. We will stick with tradition. It’s good for the economy and Gaia.”


      “We need to take the same approach on Earth. Problem is humans. They’ve tried to make changes, but they’ve already done the damage,” Pema added as the bag over her shoulder bounced on her hip. Blaine swore the satchel had to be enchanted. Anytime the witches needed anything they reached in and grabbed it.


      Blaine let the others file out the door as he, Lorne and Legette stayed and removed their clothes. Blaine shoved his uniform in the bag around his shoulder then walked out the door, careful to stay out of sight of the witches.


      He shifted into his dragon form and looked down on the events as they unfolded. It was a new angle to see the witches work and gave him a clear view of the gems in their palms. The stones glittered before the King placed the vial on their open palms. The stones flashed the second their mates landed on the witch’s shoulders.


      “Sentient discovery. We endeavor to link to the source of this potion. Bring to me the path that will lead us to the origin’s location. Amid the chaotic universe. Shine a light to mark the way. Reveal the hidden with haste. By the Power of Three, so mote it be,” the witches called out in unison.


      There was no mist this time. Instead, there were flashing lights that began above their hands. Blue, gold, and even green and yellow filled the sky. The brightness made Blaine’s eyes water as he blinked furiously to clear the spots. The lights twined together and rose into the air, making him tilt his skateboard-sized head back to follow the illumination.


      Wind whipped through their gathering and carried with it the scent of sherulla fruit and something else. He’d always associated them with the witches and knew it was their magic he smelled. Izzy told him one time it was strawberry and peaches. Blaine hadn’t spent enough time in the Tehrex Realm to be familiar with the fruit, but they made his mouth water for a taste. It was what drove him to flirt with the stunning witches when they met.


      The electrical current that sizzled through the air heated Blaine’s blood like it did every time the sisters did magic. Energy swirled around him and wove in between and around them all.


      After soaring fifty feet into the dark purple night sky, the lights twisted together like a French braid and shot out across the tops of the buildings. Blaine crouched down and waited for Isis and Braeden.


      “You ready to fly, babe?” Isis asked her mate.


      Braeden looked at Blaine for a second then shrugged his shoulders. “Anything to free Donovan.”


      Blaine extended his front right leg and folded his wings to his back. Braeden boosted Isis as she scrambled onto Blaine’s back. Braeden took a couple steps back and ran up his leg then leaped into the air with a whoop and landed hard behind Isis.


      Blaine lifted his snout and trumpeted before he hurdled off the side of the castle. He felt hands grab the top of his wings where they protruded from his back. Given the fingernails digging between his scales he had to guess that was Isis.


      “Wait for me,” the King called out as Legette and Lorne joined Blaine in the air. “We go together.”


      Blaine noticed Pema rode Legette and Ronan rode Lorne. He should have allowed someone else to take Braeden. He preferred to have Isis ride him. Gods he needed to finish this case so he could find a female to share his bed. It had been too long, and his need was distracting.


      Angus’s building-sized charcoal body launched into the air in front of them followed by Kiera. The Queen was a sea dragon, so her form was sleek with rough green scales that matched the color of her hair. Typically, her kind couldn’t fly, but she learned so she could join Angus in the sky.


      Blaine followed behind Legette and the King as they soared over the city and toward Mt. Batia. He loved exploring the caves and visiting his hoard in the Cuelebre mountain. Most dragons were given a secret cave to hide their treasures and keep it safe. Cyril had his foawr inside the tunnels. It tended to stay close to the volcano in the center, but they’d never been able to find their hoards and place traps.


      Blaine angled his body and skimmed the treetops, making Isis squeal on his back. He huffed a laugh that sounded and smelled more like he’d passed gas, but he couldn’t help it in his dragon form.


      Blaine thought they were going to the Unseelie side of the realm until the lights veered away. Blaine scanned the location in the distance where they’d managed to reclaim some land and force the Buggane to abandon their headquarters. The foliage was rapidly reclaiming the buildings the vile ogres called home. It was a beautiful sight to see.


      They continued and landed in the last place Blaine expected to be lead. They were near the portal Cyril had sealed for over a thousand years keeping Angus out of Khoth and allowing his creations to slowly destroy Gaia in an attempt to make the Cuelebre go extinct.


      The guy needed to get over the fact that Kiera rejected him for Angus already. It made him look desperate and insane. Blaine couldn’t imagine going to such lengths for a female. If she chose someone else move the fuck on and find another one. It wasn’t that difficult to figure out. And would save the Unseelie King from becoming the most hated male in the realm. Now, no female, or male for that matter, would touch him with a ten-foot pole.


      Blaine lowered to his belly and angled his body so the couple could slide off his back. Once Isis and Braeden were on their feet, Blaine shifted back to his male form and pulled his clothes from his bag.


      “Thank you for the ride, ahh,” Isis cried out.


      Blaine laughed at the way the witch had averted her gaze. “How is the spell going into the portal?” Better to avoid the confrontation with Braeden. Mated males were a possessive bunch. It was one thing for Blaine to compliment them and another for them to comment on his bait and tackle.


      Lorne and Legette landed a second later. Angus had already landed, shifted and gotten dressed before they arrived. Gunner and Scar were on guard duty at that moment and were standing off to the side with wide eyes.


      Pema walked up to the stone archway and ran her hand over the engravings. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”


      Isis joined her sister. “But it explains why we have only gotten limited information when we cast our spells. I’d bet money the phantom is no longer on Khoth, so we could only get past events.”


      “Looks like we have an adventure to undertake,” Pema added with glee.


      “What about the kids? We can’t just leave them,” Ronan pointed out.


      Angus held up his hands. “We need to regroup before you do anything stupid like jump through there and right into a trap. And before you argue, I remind you that Cyril is involved. He will have something planned.”


      Blaine stepped into his boots. “Not necessarily. He wouldn’t have expected us to be able to follow the trail. That isn’t a spell a Cuelebre dragon could have cast.”


      “We need to gather more information before anyone goes through,” Angus announced as if everyone present was going to listen to him.


      Blaine would because he couldn’t defy his king, but the witches weren’t bound by the same rules.


      Isis didn’t disappoint Blaine as she crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not waiting for him to prepare a trap. I agree that he wouldn’t have anticipated our ability to locate him, but they would have felt the tracker enter his space. We have to move fast before he has time to erect a defense against us.”


      Pema and their mates agreed with Isis. Angus scowled at the four as he considered the situation. Blaine decided to head off another argument. “This isn’t ideal, but I think it’s our best bet at discovering the phantom, or any information about why Troy was taking a Fae potion and talking to Cyril. We shouldn’t send them through alone though.”


      Angus shifted his focus to Blaine. “And who do you propose goes with them? You?”


      Blaine looked around at their group. “Since I’m the one following this case I should go, but I suggest Gunner join me, as well. With two of us we would be able to shift and get them away from most Unseelie.”


      Gunner stepped forward. “We can’t allow them to go alone, Sire. It’s our duty to help our allies. Besides, their spell kept my parents and sister safe from Cyril’s barghests.”


      The King sighed and shook his head. “What’s happened since the light passed through?”


      “Nothing has tried to come through in the past ten minutes since the light pierced the portal,” Gunner relayed.


      “Alright,” Angus conceded. “I want everyone armed and ready for battle before you cross. And my maahes will be going through first.”


      Blaine and Gunner nodded once in acknowledgement then hurried to the small barracks they’d built and stocked with food and weapons for patrols to use while on duty. Blaine grabbed two swords and crossed them over his back then added half a dozen daggers to his bag.


      He grabbed a jacket on the way out, unsure what they would encounter. Outside Isis and Pema were pulling boots and leathers from the bag over her shoulder before checking their other supplies.


      Blaine’s gut squirmed and his heart raced when they finished and stood in a group close to the portal.


      “Do quick recon then get your asses back here. If you find an army return right away. We can send another group with more knights. I doona want anyone hurt. We’ve all lost enough already.”


      “You and Kiera will watch the kids?” Isis and Pema both demanded at once.


      “With our lives,” Angus vowed.


      Determination shone in the witch’s eyes as they bobbed their head to the king and turned to the portal. “Time to find a phantom.” Isis gave Blaine a pointed look.


      Without another word, Blaine headed to the portal while sending a silent prayer to the Gods to protect him and the others. Certainty tingled in his mind. He’d set himself on a course that would change his life forever. He liked his life the way it was and almost stopped before crossing. Was he ready for it to be different?


      One foot entered the silver liquid that activated the portal. Too late to turn back now.
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      “The second those lights turn away we need to run across the field. There will be another fence in the distance.” Hayden’s heart was beating like a timpani drum in his chest, comforting in its familiar rhythm. The fear that had reared its ugly head when he first approached the base was gone.


      He was the Omega. The most powerful shifter alive and one of the strongest supernaturals in the Tehrex Realm. They might be outnumbered with the sun rising soon, but they would be the victors in this.


      He had found his Fated Mate and his best friends had forgiven what he’d done. Humility wasn’t an emotion he’d ever experienced until that day. There was no doubt in his mind if the roles had been reversed and Zander or Evzen had put them at such risk he’d have ranted and raved at them for being so stupid.


      It was a lesson he needed to learn to be a better leader. There was always more to the story and taking the time to have a conversation would get to the bottom of things faster than being angry and yelling. That didn’t come naturally to him and would be a challenge to keep that in mind.


      He’d have to learn how to determine if it was necessary to exercise patience. Dealing with individuals that might be overtaken by their primal side had made using anger a necessity to keep shit from going sideways.


      “Shite.” Zander’s curse burst from him. The lights shifted away from them and Hayden was off like a light.


      “Shouldn’t we try to jump the fence on the other side? This is in the opposite direction of the way we need to go to get back to the cabin with your mate. You can guarantee the soldiers will be oot in force now.” Zander’s voice was right beside him. He knew his friends would follow when he took off.


      Hayden glanced over and met the Vampire King’s Sapphire eyes. “We aren’t returning to that cabin at the moment. Pack lands are in this direction and Killian will have let them know we ran into trouble.”


      “We can’t leave them with your samples. They will hunt supernaturals until they find them. Not all of our citizens are military minded. Hell, I was one of them until recently.” Evzen wasn’t wrong about any of that. They couldn’t leave this, but they needed a better plan. Hayden was still shocked at how his intellectual friend had grown and changed over the past few years.


      Before Zander found Elsie and life in the Tehrex Realm had shifted, they hadn’t been as tight. They’d formed the Dark Warrior Alliance centuries before when the war with demons first began, but they had each done their own thing for the most part. Now they work together daily.


      Hayden ducked behind some trees and paused with his back to the base. They’d traveled across the space so fast none of the humans would have seen them. “We aren’t going to leave them here, but we need to regroup before we go back in. Sunrise isn’t far off and if we get caught out here, Zander won’t be long for this world.”


      Zander tilted his head back and looked up. The lightening sky was just visible through the canopy. “Hayden’s right. I canna be oot here much longer. And I will have to decline their invitation to become a guest in their little hotel of horrors. How far away are the pack lands?”


      “Hayden poked his head around the tree trunk and saw soldiers canvassing the area, but none of them were focused on their location, so he continued traveling southwest. “I can’t say for sure, but I’d guess fifty to a hundred miles. We will be cutting it close to get back before you’re fried.”


      “Fuck,” his friend cursed.


      Evzen muttered under his breath. “I will do my best to keep you shielded. We will all make it back.”


      They had no choice. Zander couldn’t stay there. There was nowhere for him to hide. They ran as fast as they could, with Hayden following his connection to the pack. It took longer than he expected to reach the fence securing the base. It was a tall chain link affair topped by barbed wire.


      The three of them stood there catching their breath while studying the barrier. “I’ll just use my magic and cut through the links and let us out.” Hayden considered Evzen’s offer.


      It would be the fastest way for them to get out, but it would leave a trail and point in the direction of the pack. Not something Hayden was willing to do. “Too risky. We don’t want them searching in this direction. Right now, they have no idea where we came from. Let’s keep it that way.”


      Zander sighed. “Over ‘tis then. Not ideal, but we doona have time to debate.”


      Zander was climbing before Hayden responded. The Vampire King quickly scaled the fence and used the sleeves of his jacket to protect his hands. He did a handstand then flung himself off the other side. He flipped in the air and landed on his feet.


      “Show off,” Hayden muttered as he did the same.


      Evzen was a second behind him and paused when Hayden threw himself over. “I liked it better when I stayed home with my head stuck inside books.” The Guild Master wasn’t graceful, but he managed to fall over the other side. Hayden caught him before he fell on his face.


      “We like you better in battle,” Hayden admitted with a smile. They were off and running again in no time. They ran into soldiers ten minutes after they scaled the fence. They were alert but didn’t seem to be aware they might be out there. That was good.


      Hayden was glad he hadn’t shown them his speed or strength. Otherwise, the areas they ran through would be crawling with search parties. The fact that it was early morning and most were sleeping in the homes they passed made it easy for him, Zander and Evzen to hear and avoid danger zones.


      Hayden felt the energy of his shifters getting closer as they ran. He considered sending out a warning but decided against it. There was no reason to put any of them in danger of being discovered. None of them slowed until they felt the magic surrounding the pack lands.


      The sky was light grey and orangish-pink behind them, but Evzen hadn’t had to cover Zander yet. A tightness eased in Hayden’s chest when he was certain his friend would be alright. He hadn’t realized before that moment how much it bothered him that he might be the reason Zander was injured or worse.


      Hayden nodded to the sentinels guarding the property. The magical barrier they’d just crossed repelled humans and made them move away from the pack, but every area had CLAW patrolling the perimeter to ensure nothing and no one unwanted crossed into their territory.


      Leading Zander and Evzen to the mess hall in the center of the homes, Hayden thought he sensed his mate. It made no sense. She wasn’t there. Heart picking up speed like the gas pedal being pressed, Hayden hurried through the area.


      He burst into the mess hall and his heart skipped several beats. “What are you doing here?” He hadn’t meant to growl the words at her, but he couldn’t stop it either. Too much had happened between them and he was still very much unsure if he could trust her.


      Millie turned around and he saw the tears shinning in her eyes before she ran toward him. Her long, black hair flew out behind her. She jumped into his embrace and wrapped her arms around his neck.


      He caught her and held her close. Her body was shaking as she clutched him. “I was so worried about you.”


      Protective instincts he usually reserved for the striplings reared up and had him rubbing her back and cooing in her ear. He didn’t do anything soft. Yet the ice surrounding him melted as he felt her terror.


      “What do you mean you were worried about me? We’re fine, as you can see.”


      Lifting her head, she wiped a tear away and swatted his shoulder. “I didn’t know that, did I? We were sitting there waiting to hear from you when all of a sudden, I knew you were in trouble. Gerrick told me you were fine, but I couldn’t shake the feeling. It was like you were inside me. And then he got a call from Killian who said you guys were being chased through the base. I was sure Jack had you in the cell again and I made Gerrick bring me here so we could get help rescuing you.”


      Hayden set her on her feet and met Bhric’s smirk over her head. The warrior shrugged his shoulders. “She’s you’re Fated Mate. It’s no’ like she willna visit the pack at some point, and I couldna rescue you three alone.”


      As much as Hayden wanted to rant and rave at the male, he understood. It was true. Hayden hadn’t thought their situation through. He might want to believe he could keep her at arm’s length, but that wasn’t how it worked between mates.


      The alpha approached Hayden. “Congratulations, sir. I look forward to the celebration of your joining. After we eliminate the latest threat to our kind. The pack is ready to help in any way we can.”


      “Thank you. We will need to use this space as a meeting place. I need a computer and some coffee. And I will need you to cover the windows. The Vampire King and his brother don’t care for sunlight.”


      “Right,” the alpha replied and turned to have others help him. The shifters kicked into gear and keeping Millie close to his side, they joined the vampires out of the range of the sunlight now filtering through the windows.


      Zander pulled his phone from his pocket. “Dante, we need you and as many warriors as can be spared oot here in Virginia before night fall.” After they lost Nikko Dante had taken over the training, scheduling and staffing of the Dark Warriors.


      The Cambion Lord had always had a lesser role in the alliance because his subjects required more supervision than most. As creatures that relied on sex to survive, they couldn’t train them to completely control their baser desires.


      It was usually having primal urges so close to the surface that caused supernaturals to act out. Dante was still working out a system to keep his cambions in check and Hayden hated each time they pulled him away before something was in place. Their secrecy was balanced on a knife’s edge. And he’d tilted the blade, making it far more likely something would fall off the cliff.


      The alpha returned and set the computer up on the side of a table. Hayden pulled Millie to a seat and turned it around, so he sat on it backwards. It would keep him from pulling her onto his lap. He needed to focus on the mess at the moment. He would have her in his arms in no time.


      Hayden loaded the program and connected with Killian. The sorcerer popped on the screen with Elsie and Braelynn behind him. Thank God he was at Zeum. “What happened?” Elsie demanded as she leaned over Killian’s shoulder.


      Zander sat next to Hayden with Bhric at his back. “There’s no need to worry, a ghra. We’re fine.”


      Hayden chuckled knowing that wasn’t going to cut it for the Queen. He launched immediately into an explanation. Hayden bristled when he saw Elsie’s gaze shift to Millie and narrow.


      “This is my Millie,” Hayden introduced. “She’s the reason fate sent me to the base in the first place. Now we need a plan of attack.”


      Zander ran his hand through his hair and accepted a coffee when someone set the tray full of mugs on the table. “I just spoke with Dante. Evzen is opening a portal for him right now. I believe Axel will be coming through with him.”


      Hayden felt the energy building before he saw the lights. Millie’s eyes had gone wide as she watched Evzen. Zander was talking to Killian and his mate, but Hayden couldn’t take his attention from his mate. This was the second time they’d seen this display, but she hadn’t seen Evzen wielding his power before.


      “Quite the sight, isn’t it?”


      She jumped with a squeak and turned his way. “It’s unreal. Nothing could have prepared me for this. We never had a chance of capturing the essence of a paranormal and using it. Why the hell did we even try? I’m so sorry.”


      The room had gone silent at her proclamation and it made Hayden’s animals prowl in his head. They didn’t like so much attention on their mate. “There is no need to apologize, mi alma. The Goddess and Fate work in mysterious ways. None of us had a particularly romantic introduction to one another. I think I told you how Elsie used to hunt and kill “vampires” and Braelynn’s mother developed one of the only drugs that gets supernaturals high.”


      Dante and his fallen angel crossed the portal at that moment. Hayden hadn’t actually met Chloe yet, but he was certain he’d heard she was a fallen, yet she had massive red wings arching over her back. She was a warrior angel.


      What had happened while he’d been busy being held prisoner? He watched the angel closely and wondered why she didn’t carry the same aura others of her kind had. Illianna’s brothers were all warriors and they had a hard feel to them where Chloe didn’t. He’d have to catch up with Dante at some point and get the story.


      “Omega,” Axel said as he crossed next. The feline shifter left CLAW to become a Dark Warrior about a century before.


      Hayden stood up and clasped hands with the male. “Good to see you, Axel. Glad you could join us. This is my Fated Mate, Millie.” Millie’s head shifted away from Chloe’s wings then. Hayden smiled when her cheeks turned pink.


      “Good to meet you, Axel,” she murmured before her gaze darted back to the angel.


      Dante took a seat and pulled Chloe down next to him. Chloe smiled at Millie. “Never seen an angel before?”


      Millie smirked at Chloe. “Was it the staring or the rapid heart rate that gave me away?”


      “Both. These are a lot to take in, but I haven’t had them back long enough to make them go away just yet.” Chloe shrugged her shoulders as if it was no big deal. Hayden knew better. There was definitely a story there that he’d have to learn at some point.


      “You will soon enough, love,” Dante told his mate before turning to the rest of them. I’ve called in Enzo from Italy, Hugo from Germany and Lazarus from Greece along with Kellen, Jax and Slate. How many are coming from Zeum?” Hayden hadn’t seen Kellen since he’d returned from Hell with Dante years ago. That experience had been horrendous on the trio and none of them had been the same ever since.


      Rhys was the only one to come out of it with a mate, so perhaps Kellen and Dante had been bitter about that fact. Hayden could say for the first time in years he saw life return to Dante’s eyes as he sat close to his Fated Mate. It would be Kellen’s turn one day. Hayden now understood how being blessed with yours was more fulfilling than killing Lucifer himself.


      Gerrick approached Evzen “I’ll help with the portals from the other locations. No need to drain yourself.”


      Zander leaned his elbows on the table and turned his attention to the screen. “Have you been able to learn anything else aboot the building?”


      Izzy popped into view next to her mother. “I want to come out and help, dad. There won’t be enough warriors.”


      Zander shook his head from side to side. “No’ this time. We are no’ facing demons, so we won’t need the Demonator.” As the physical embodiment of the Goddess’s powers Izzy had been able to kill an archdemon with a single touch since she was a toddler. Since her return from Khoth she’d been different, and the power seemed to be on the fritz. She no longer gave off a signal all demons could follow, but no one knew enough to understand what had happened to her. “I need you to stay put in Seattle and watch over your mom and brother. There is more likely to be an issue involving demons there that will require you to step up than oot here.”


      Izzy sighed but nodded her head. “Alright but tell Uncle Kyran I can go out on patrols.”


      Killian interrupted what was sure to turn into an argument. “I still haven’t discovered a way into their computers, so Millie is correct in that it is closed off from the company’s main network. I was able to get into those files and poke around. There is nothing out of the norm there. I did discover blueprints for the building where the lab is housed.”


      “How did you get those?” Millie’s outburst drew attention to her. It didn’t dissuade her from continuing. “It was built by the military. Jack wouldn’t have access to any of that. We were only there so the government could provide protection and security. At least that was the company line. I always suspected Jack was in bed with someone higher up and they didn’t want word of their plans to get out.”


      Killian cracked his fingers with a smile. “I have my ways. The military systems aren’t as secure as they think. Sure, there are countless layers to them, and you need to know where to target, but it can be done. But you might be right about there being someone of importance behind this endeavor because according to the layout there are only three levels below ground.”


      Hayden’s gut clenched at the idea. If they couldn’t determine who that person was, they would never be able to remove knowledge of their existence from his or her mind. “What’s on the upper floors? Anything we need to worry about?”


      Killian’s fingers flew over the keyboard. “From what I can tell they are dedicated to weapons development. There was nothing special about the unit doing that work. It involved a private firm. Thankfully, I didn’t find anything unusual there. Aside from what you’d expect I noted work on a new ground to air missile. Suvi’s potion will definitely come in handy to block them from helping. I have no idea if they have working weapons there, but we don’t need to chance it.”


      Elsie chewed on her lower lip. “How do you plan on getting rid of the evidence? It seems like a huge risk taking the time to grab all of the samples. I want you guys to get in and out as fast as possible.”


      Millie’s shoulders stiffened but she didn’t apologize or withdraw. “I kept everything in one fridge. Jack mentioned taking some to another lab, so you will want to find him and deal with that. You will want to stop the DNA sequencer and mass spectrometer. No need to remove the samples. The process consumes them. It’s why so many crime labs run into issues.”


      Hayden bobbed his head. “We need you to keep an eye on activity there, Kill. Can you tap into the base and find orders? If we know where they have the majority of their soldiers, we will be better able to plan our attack.”


      “There will be one vampire per group of warriors to manipulate minds. Once we have an understanding of what we are looking at we can develop a better plan,” Zander added.


      “Everyone will need to watch out for dart guns. Their sedatives won’t knock you out completely, but they will disable you long enough for them to get their hands on you.” Hayden grabbed Millie’s hand wanting her to know he didn’t hate her, but he had to warn them.


      “How the hell is that possible?” Elsie asked.


      Millie lowered her head that time. “I created a special blend using Vodun and Wiccan knowledge. They will have a limited supply. I have to create the drug daily and never shared it with anyone, so all they have is what I prepared a couple days ago.”


      Hayden hated the way everyone gazed at his mate with apprehension. She should be welcomed with open arms, not feared or distrusted. Of course, he couldn’t blame them. She had made it possible for their kind to be caught. He hoped whoever was in charge didn’t find someone to take her place and continue her work.


      “Let’s get some rest while we can. Bring in Jace to help before you two burn out. We will need you both tonight,” Hayden told them as he got up to leave the mess hall. He needed alone time with his mate. His animals needed her close.
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      “I don’t want you to go.” Millie hadn’t meant to admit that out loud. She didn’t want to insult him. He was the Omega, after all. She hadn’t seen a fraction of the strength and power he possessed before that morning.


      When he and Zander had returned from the base she was surprised when energy rippled from him and through the entire room. It seemed as if everyone else sat in attention and bowed to him. They listened when he spoke and sought contact with him.


      At first, she didn’t understand what was happening until she watched their shoulders relax when Hayden touched their forearm or shoulder. The tension in the room lowered as Hayden made contact with each of them in turn. It was then that she realized they’d been worried about their Omega and it had driven them crazy and he was reassuring and comforting them. Plus, shifters were highly tactile, and their need for touch was a real thing.


      Hayden wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. “I’ll be alright, mi alma. You don’t have to worry.”


      Millie ran her hands up his chest. “You don’t understand what the military is capable of. They have unlimited resources and guns. Wait. Can guns kill you?”


      Hayden pressed his lips to her throat making it hard to think straight. “You guys have to realize they know what they’re doing. They’ve taken down governments and destroyed powerful people in other countries without problem. I don’t want to lose you, mi negro. There has to be another way that won’t put you guys in danger.”


      “I love that you worry about me, but I’ve faced demons which are far worse than a bunch of soldiers. Besides, I’m responsible for thousands of lives and I refuse to allow them to be hunted like animals. Even if I hadn’t been the one to bring this danger to their doors, it’s my duty to make sure they are safe. I should not have told your government about my kind, but I can’t really say that I regret it because it led me to you.”


      The guilt that tried to swallow her whole was doused by the arousal that followed his mouth on her skin. The slightest touch of his lips ignited the need that had been brewing since the moment he’d made love to her. It was part of the mating process with a paranormal and while her natural curiosity set her mind in motion her body took over as desire burned like a brush fire through her veins.


      “Fue me culpa. If I hadn’t made that sedative, you’d have gotten away and none of you would be in danger.”


      Hayden stopped kissing her and lifted his head to gaze into her eyes. Ave maria. He was gorgeous. “I admit I was angry at you, but I realized that I was being led to you. The Goddess protects her creations. She might not have liked the risk to us, but she knows I need my Fated Mate. I’m grateful she didn’t try to stop me. I will be stronger with you at my side, love.”


      “You’re already more powerful than anyone else. You don’t need me,” she denied.


      Hayden closed the distance he’d placed between them and gave her one of his panty-melting smiles. Shame doused some of her arousal. How could she have treated him like an animal? Or even thought for one second what she had planned was alright because he wasn’t entirely human?


      His lips claimed hers, erasing all other thought. Electricity flowed between them as he devoured her mouth. The kiss seemed to reach into her heart and settle there. The connection between them deepened, making her moan against his mouth.


      Hayden’s lips trailed from hers, to travel along her jaw, while she squirmed against him. The driving lust caused her to writhe in his arms and lift one leg to press her core against his hard shaft. A growl left his throat and he stopped suddenly unable to move another inch.


      With swift movements, he pushed her up against the wall and bit down on her neck. Millie wondered if this was his animal side coming out. It felt like he wanted to claim her. To her surprise she wanted that more than anything.


      There was nothing else but the two of them. They were in one of the houses nearby. Millie assumed it was where Hayden lived. She hadn’t seen much of the house because he captured all of her attention. Her shoulder hit the edge of a picture when he pushed her up against the wall and rolled his hips.


      Millie arched her back on a gasp as his erection hit her clit. What had started as an acrimonious relationship had become something vital to Millie over the past few weeks. She hoped he felt the same way and would have asked but all she could think about was almost there.


      “Yes,” she praised him when he grabbed both of her ass cheeks in his big hands. The way his hips moved, and he pulled her against his body was just about perfect. Rather than respond, he once again claimed her lips. The kiss deepened and his tongue slid into her mouth to tangle hotly with hers.


      Breaking the kiss, she sucked in deep breaths. “You’re getting back at me, aren’t you? That’s why you keep teasing me but keeping me from an orgasm each time I get close.”


      Hayden chuckled, a deep sound that vibrated all throughout her body. “I’d do anything to keep you on that delicious edge. It makes the pleasure so much more intense.”


      This man was irresistible. There was nothing sexier than seeing Hayden look at her with unquenchable desire. She knew she was good looking but had never paid attention to much else. She loved herself but never thought she was particularly sensual until she met Hayden. He made her feel like the sexiest woman alive. She didn’t want to live without him ever again.


      Her career was over, and she didn’t care. All that mattered was making sure she didn’t lose Hayden in the process. She’d fallen in love with him despite the ugly circumstances she’d placed them both in. This was an entirely new situation to find herself in and it was more than unnerving.


      “Te amo, mi negro.” Millie wasn’t sure what possessed her to allow the words past her lips, but she refused to call them back. He needed to know how she felt.


      Hayden groaned and pushed his body harder against hers. “That will get you all the orgasms you can handle.” One of his hands trailed up her side and cupped one breast through the material of her top.


      Hayden’s primal energy was erotic and off the charts at the moment. Her hips had a mind of their own and increased their rhythm. Thrusting his hips, he ground his erection against her core, making her gasp against his mouth as she kissed him again.


      Needing a breath, she turned her face to the side and buried it in his neck while she moaned. Everything about him lit a fire in her belly. The embers threatened to consume them both. Pressed between his body and the wall, she knew he would catch her when she broke apart.


      “Hayden,” Millie cried out and dug her fingernails into his shoulders.


      Lifting his head, his dark brown eyes glowed brightly as he looked into her soul. His cock rubbed in all the right places and his hand teased her breast. Satisfaction crossed his features as she sucked in a breath. She was so damn close.


      There was no stopping her as she writhed and came apart, crying out his name. Before her orgasm waned, she shifted her body away from his. She needed more. Never before had she wanted so much after experiencing a climax but being with Hayden left her wanting more every time. She would never have enough of him. Her palm landed on his pants over his erection and squeezed.


      His cock jerked against her. A second later a growl left him, and he pulled her shirt over her head. Cool air made her shiver. It could have been the way he stared at her chest with blatant hunger in his eyes.


      Her blue bra was sheer and lacey, leaving nothing to the imagination. From the day she’d taken him to her lab she had started wearing her sexy underwear. She didn’t think much about it at first. Now she couldn’t deny she wanted to look good for him. The way he zeroed in on her hard nipples made her smile.


      His mouth lowered and he sucked the tip into his mouth. His tongue circled the nipple making her moan and shove more of her flesh into his mouth. Her fingers tangled in his thick brown hair. It almost felt as if there was no fabric between them. He played her body like a flute and made her want so much more.


      “Llévame a tu habitación y haceme el amor.” Millie was panting and begging but she didn’t care. She needed him. “I’m not sure how much more I can take.”


      “I plan on it, mi alma.” His voice was gravel rough and the cords on the sides of his neck stood out.


      With a squeeze, Millie let go of his cock and tried to step around him and head down the hall which she assumed would lead to his bedroom. He stopped her when he unclasped her bra before she could pass him. Hayden yanked her back to him and brought his lips crashing down on hers.


      Seemed that she had unlocked his inner panther. She sensed he had so much more than that, but she’d always loved panthers. Hayden was her real live wildcat and she couldn’t be happier. His mouth was rough and insistent while her tongue flicked against his, stroking with urgent motions.


      Lifting her into his arms fully, he carried her down the hall. Her body melted against him and every step he took rubbed her breasts against his chest. He broke the kiss to gaze into her eyes.


      With a laugh, she wrapped her legs tightly around his waist which pressed her core harder against his cock. With a gasp she looked down when something wet touched her stomach. Her shirt had lifted, and she could see the head of his cock pressing into her belly. She’d known he was big, but it didn’t really compute until she saw him poking out the top of his pants. She couldn’t stop from licking her lips.


      “Millie you have to stop that, or I might just fuck your mouth.”


      There was no filter or barrier between them. Her heart broke wide open and he flooded in to fill all the gaps. Thank the Gods they were at his room and he was kicking the door shut before she lost her mind.


      Millie wiggled in his arms and Hayden set her on her feet. She tugged at his shirt and he removed it without being asked. The cotton barely hit the carpet before his hands went to her pants.


      “You’re overdressed. It’s time we remedy that,” he informed her.


      Smiling at him, she toed off her shoes and Hayden knelt down lifting one foot into his hand. He placed a kiss to her bare stomach and she trembled beneath his mouth. Her body was a live wire.


      Her pants hit the floor and his hands caressed the bare skin of her cheeks. He looked at her with a wicked smirk. “No underwear?”


      She shrugged her shoulders and stood there with her arms at her side. “Don’t get your hopes up. I usually wear bikinis but there was no way I could put on a dirty pair. And wearing my cousins was not freakin happening.”


      Hayden held her gaze. “I don’t care what you wear. You’re fucking perfect. You’re unapologetic about who you are, and I love that.”


      Hayden leaned into her and kissed from one hip to the other then bit down on the flesh of one hip. Right when she thought he would lick her clit, he surged to his feet. She didn’t have time to be disappointed as he tossed her on the bed. She bounced with a laugh. He was on her in the blink of an eye. His big body was a sensual blanket draped over hers. Exactly what she wanted.
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        * * *

      


      Millie’s mewls made Hayden’s entire body go taut with need. He felt like a stripling again. Eager as he anticipated being inside her again. It had been centuries since he had looked forward to sex this much.


      When he lifted his head and licked his lips, he tasted her. He couldn’t stop thinking about tasting more of her. He wanted to feast on her. Gods, how he wanted this female. His shaft throbbed with need. It was difficult to recall that he returned to the house to get some rest. Now wasn’t the time to indulge in her all day. He would be going out on a dangerous mission tonight.


      Millie’s pleas for him not to go were touching, but he had to. It was the only way they would ensure his samples didn’t drive others to hunt shifters. If they didn’t have proof, then it was a myth most in power wouldn’t pour money into pursuing.


      Hayden’s animals were ascendant, yet his panther was at the fore. None of them had ever taken the alpha role in his mind until that moment and he knew it was all because of Millie. When she’d demanded he fuck her and called him her panther it had surged forward. The others complied with his dominance because they could plainly see her love of the animal inked into her skin.


      Hayden lowered his head and kissed behind her left ear where his mate mark was in her skin. Until they completed the mating it would remain an iridescent mark that only supernaturals could see. After that it would shift into black lines on her skin.


      She shivered and moaned. The mark was as sensitive as his was. His powerful nature embraced her, making her open up to him like a flower. His hands trailed over her curves before he sat back. “Spread your legs,” Hayden demanded as he tried to wiggle his hips between her thighs.


      With one eyebrow arched Millie smiled at him. “Not until you take off your pants.”


      He smiled with her when his hands went to his waistband. Watching intently, she licked her luscious lips. “You are trouble, and I love it.”


      Using his feet, he kicked off one boot, then the other. A teasing smile met her gaze, as he paused with his hand on the waist of his pants. He loved having fun with her. Sexual encounters had become about seeking pleasure and nothing more. With her he wanted her to laugh and smile as much as he wanted her moaning. Reaching out, she flicked the button open. Apparently, her patience was done.


      “I can’t help who I am. You should know I come with a healthy dose of snark and a proud Puerto Rican family.” Millie’s words were no surprise to Hayden. He hoped she would finally earn the praise she’d been seeking from her mother. He had a sneaking suspicion her miraculous birth was guided by the Goddess and her mother hadn’t yet told her she’d fulfilled her greatness because she hadn’t yet met her destiny.


      On his knees above her, he trailed his long fingers down her body. Stopping at her core, Hayden played with the sensitive, swollen flesh at the apex of her thighs. His actions distracted her from her task and her eyes rolled shut.


      Her back arched when one of his fingers slid between her folds and rubbed over her clit. As her body tightened with need, she opened her eyes and focused on him again.


      He bit back the groan that tried to work its way past his lips. Her gaze felt like she’d ran her tongue over the head of his cock and licked away his precum. Thankfully, Millie gripped his zipper and shoved it down. His pants were past his hips and pooling around his knees.


      Her hand caught his shaft the second it sprang out of the fabric. Hayden had gone without underwear, as well. Most days he didn’t bother with it because it was just one more thing to remove before he could shift. Now, he was grateful. There was nothing between his skin and her fingers.


      Her grip tightened around the hard shaft of his cock, making his hips punch forward. He almost lost his seed as his erection pushed in and out of her tight hold. Hayden moved his digits in her body and pressed her clit.


      Her flesh squeezed tight at the same time his pleasured groans filled the room. His hand increased speed between her legs, making her reach for release. He pushed her to the edge. Right before she climaxed, Hayden leaped from the bed.


      His pants were off before she could ask for an explanation. Then he was back and looming above her. He wanted to return her confession of love. He wasn’t ready to acknowledge his feelings, let alone tell her.


      Instead, he opened himself to her. Her essence joined him and amplified their connection. It wasn’t something he was used to and he had no idea what to do with it, except accept it and her.


      He knew she understood and knew what he was thinking and feeling when her gaze softened. She stiffened when the head of his shaft pressed against her pussy. “What’s wrong?”


      She lifted her hips, trying to invite him inside while her eyes slid to half-mast. “We didn’t use protection the first time. Do we need some?”


      Hayden rubbed his erection through her slick slit. “It’s rare for supernaturals to get pregnant. We can use some, but as you likely know, I don’t have any diseases.”


      He lowered his chest to hers. Sparks zipped between them everywhere they touched. Being close to her had already ignited an inferno inside him, this turned it into a tsunami that he didn’t bother fighting. He allowed it to suck him under and his lips crashed down on hers with less urgency than he was feeling.


      Soft, at first, Hayden’s fervor ramped up quickly as he kissed her hard and fast. He leaned on one elbow while his free hand skated down her flesh. She was so soft and pliant beneath him. Her eyes flew open when he pressed hard over her clit. Wanting to give her more, he tweaked her nipples then pinched them roughly.


      Hayden’s animals were right below the surface, urging him on. “Oh,” Millie cried out, egging him on even more. He needed to taste her before he did anything else. He was addicted to seeing her unravel in his arms.


      She moaned as he kissed his way down her stomach. Her spicy coconut scent intensified as he went. Her bronze skin was slick with her sweat and the noises she made almost robbed him of his control. This wasn’t going to be his best performance, but they would both get what they needed.


      He ran a hot, wet tongue through her slit and over her clit. Using his thumbs, he spread her folds and laved the area, skirting around the engorged nub. Her hips followed his mouth, seeking her release. He was going to keep her on the edge this time.


      A cry escaped when Hayden blew hot breath on her throbbing clit. He looked up and met her gaze when he inserted a finger inside her channel followed by another. With her eyes on his, he extended his tongue then circled and pressed on her sensitive nub. When Millie’s hips grew more urgent, Hayden stopped and sat back on his knees. His cock was hard as stone.


      “No!” Her pupils were dilated, and her head thrashed on the pillow. “Mas, necesito mas. I’m so close.” Her body shuddered and her back arched.


      “What do you want, mi alma?”


      “You…your dick inside me. Ahora.”


      Pressing his lips to her overheated skin, Hayden’s brown gaze looked through to her soul. He twined his fingers with hers and rubbed his cock through her slit. His shaft slid easily through her copious juices. Once he was coated, he pulled his hips back and angled his cock at her center.


      Hayden entered Millie in one hard thrust. Holding her gaze, he moved in and out of her in a fast and furious rhythm. He had pushed himself right along with her and now his control had snapped. “Can’t slow,” he informed her.


      “You’d better not.” Her growl was sexy and left no doubt she was right there with him. He couldn’t form words as the connection between them intensified while he thrust into her welcoming body. His pleasure spiked when her muscles clamped down on his shaft. It restricted his movements and intensified his pleasure.


      “I’m trying to be gentle,” he assured her as he plowed into her and bit the flesh at her neck. He wanted to mark her with his teeth. It was a primal urge that came from his animals.


      “Gentle is overrated.” Millie grabbed his ass and pulled him closer.


      Hayden chuckled and kissed the side of her neck. I love you, Millie. More than anything.”


      Hayden stopped her reply as he slammed into her then reached between them and rubbed her sensitive clit with each harsh thrust. Within seconds, she exploded and her back arched. Her breasts were pressed against the hard muscles of his chest.


      Her climax had him moving in and out of her body with supernatural speed, rubbing against her clit with each move. Before she came down from her orgasm, Hayden’s spine tingled, and his balls drew up tight. He stilled inside her and threw back his head as he shouted his release.


      His cock pulsed inside her, marking her as his. There would be no one else for either of them. She collapsed against the pillow several seconds later when they were completely spent. He pulled out of her body, wanting nothing more than to thrust back inside. Not yet, give her all of you first.


      “I want to show you something,” he said as he stood up by the side of the bed.


      Millie sat up against the headboard with the pillows behind her back. “What’s that?” He loved seeing the excitement in her eyes as she gazed at him.


      “Stay right there and don’t move. Stay exactly like that with your beasts on full display.” His animals prowled beneath his skin and his cock hardened once again.


      She stretched her arms to the top of the bed. “Alright, mi negra.”


      Hayden closed his eyes and called up his panther and let the shift take him over. Within seconds he dropped to all fours and lifted his head to watch his mate. Her eyes were wide and shinning with unshed tears.


      “Dios, you are stunning. Can I pet you?” She crawled to the edge of the bed and sat naked on her knees.


      In answer, Hayden approached her and butting her hand with his head. Energy sizzled over his skin at the contact. He would never tire of how his mate’s touch soothed and incited him at the same time.


      “I will cherish your trust for the rest of my life and protect you with my life.”


      Hayden jumped onto the bed and knocked her to her back. In his panther form, he stood over her and relished the sight of her petting his sides while professing her love for him. He had his other half and would never let her go.


      In a second bright flash of light, Hayden shifted back into his human form and brought her close then kissed the top of her head. “Want to go shower?”


      “Not yet. I want to enjoy having you close.” Her voice was low and sleepy. “Thank you for showing me your animal.”


      “That’s only the beginning. I will show you each one I carry inside.” Fatigue weighed him down more than he expected. It had been an eventful two weeks. Hayden grabbed the blanket from the foot of the bed and spread it over them. “Get some rest, mi alma.”


      “Just need a little…” her voice drifted off and her breathing evened out.


      Hayden allowed his eyes to close. “We didn’t have the best beginning, but you’re mine now. I want to mate you as soon as all this is behind me. I’m not letting you go.”


      As if in answer, Millie turned fully into him and burrowed closer. Having his Fated Mate in his arms was surreal. He refused to think about what he had to do when he woke up. He was going to enjoy the moment while he could.


      Before he drifted off, Hayden said a silent prayer to the Goddess asking her to look over them as they went on this mission. He accepted full blame but needed to ensure the safety of his friends and the warriors.
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      Hayden’s heart was all he could hear as it pounded in his chest. He couldn’t catch his breath and his mind refused to settle into the calm he was used to before they walked into a battle. He had so much to lose now that he’d found Millie. How the hell did his friends walk into danger so readily? He was nearly paralyzed with fear for her.


      The base in front of them was alive with the buzz of activity. The soldiers had tripled from the night before. Most were patrolling on foot. They carried the guns Millie had warned him about.


      A gunshot wouldn’t kill him unless they managed to remove his head from his shoulders. A bullet to his heart would slow him down. In a normal situation against humans, it wouldn’t be enough to make him vulnerable, but with the numbers they were looking at he wasn’t so sure of his chances.


      Hayden blew out a breath and forced negative thoughts away. “Does Killian have an extraction team nearby?”


      Zander rolled his eyes. “Aye. I told you that an hour ago. They’re hidden on the streets of the closest neighborhoods.”


      “Do you think Jack is in there, too?” The asshole better be. Not only did Hayden want to exact vengeance for what he’d done to him, he also wanted to eliminate the threat to his kind and his mate.


      Zander paused as he checked the sgian dubhs he had strapped under his arms. “Shite. He’d better be. I doona feel like hunting him doon to ensure he has no samples anywhere.”


      Evzen’s grip tightened on his seven-foot-tall staff. “Let’s hope so. Especially since the search of his house came up empty. I have two sorcerers infiltrating his company as new employees to ensure there is nothing in those buildings either.”


      Hayden wanted to kick his own ass. It hadn’t taken long for Killian to discover Jack’s address. They sent a team there right away. The male hadn’t been there, but they’d talked to his wife and searched his house. And had come up fucking empty.


      It was enough to piss him off. It felt as if there was this atomic bomb heading their way and they had no way to send it off course. They hadn’t found his personal computer, had no idea who he worked with or for, and no idea how many of Hayden’s samples he might have in his possession. To top that off they were facing about a hundred soldiers before they could destroy any and all evidence of his existence.


      Rage fueled his adrenalin and Hayden was eager to get the show on the road. He was still weak. Apparently, healing from having pieces cut from his heart and body took more time than anticipated. He should be at one hundred percent by now, but he wasn’t. If it continued, he would have to ask Jace about it.


      Zander clapped him on the shoulder. “We will find him and eliminate the threat. The situation is no’ as bad as it could be. They didn’t move anything oot of this lab during the day. They thought there were only three of us and searched the base for us all day. They assume we’re still there somewhere. Because you never showed them exactly what you are capable of, they are underestimating us. Right now, let’s focus on this battle.”


      Hayden nodded and turned to face the Dark Warriors and his Lieutenants. “You all know the building we need to focus on. Getting through the gate will be easy. You know the plan. Don’t underestimate these soldiers just because they’re human. If you are hit by a dart get the fuck out of there. You’ll be weakened and vulnerable.”


      “Once I enthrall the gate guards, follow us through,” Zander interjected before he turned and walked to the car they’d rented. Hayden piled in followed by Evzen. Bhric and Zeke remained behind to lead the rest. Over two dozen lives were on the line because he’d fucked up and he wasn’t even sorry.


      His decision is what brought him to his Fated Mate and there was no way he felt bad for doing that. He wished it didn’t create such a big disaster, but he would never change it if it meant not meeting Millie.


      Zander started the car and drove to the gate. There were half a dozen watching the gate this time, but their focus wasn’t on the street leading in, but the one leading out. Hayden had worried they would know by now they weren’t still on base.


      He noted the moment Zander grabbed hold of the minds in the shack near the gate. The guards holding their rifles at the ready dropped them and their faces went slack. Hayden chanced a glance back and caught sight of the others following them. By the time he turned back around they were stopping. Zander didn’t even bother rolling down the window as the gate lifted and they were through.


      “Those guards might have suffered some brain damage,” Zander announced into the quiet of the car. “I used more force to grab their minds and wasna gentle aboot it. I wasn’t taking any chances.”


      Guilt threatened to drown Hayden as he considered the damage he was causing innocents. He couldn’t think about that too much. They didn’t make it too far before countless vehicles were facing them along with dozens of soldiers on foot.


      “Game time.” Hayden’s heart knocked hard on his rib cage as Zander parked the car.


      All of them were out in an instant. They hadn’t taken more than a few steps before shit went sideways. “Take them prisoner. They’re wanted for questioning,” someone yelled out to the soldiers.


      Dozens poured out of the vehicles while shots rang out through the night. Hayden jumped out of the way of the darts heading toward them. Zander cursed and Evzen called up a bubble to surround them.


      He wished he had some ability to wield magic when he watched most of the darts hit the ground. He hadn’t been expecting bullets so when fire seared through his left thigh between one step and the next, he nearly fell down.


      He turned and raced down one street, hoping to reach the building the back way. There was too much going on for him to know if his friends followed. What he was happy to hear were the warriors and his shifters joining the fight.


      Soldiers raced into the street from the opposite direction with their weapons drawn. More pops echoed while something slammed into his shoulder from behind. It felt like hard plastic and when he turned to snarl at the male, he noticed it was the butt of his gun.


      Trying to keep in mind these soldiers were only following orders, Hayden punched him in the side of the head. The guy dropped his weapon first then hit the deck in a heap and didn’t move. Metal pinged all around him and easily a dozen soldiers converged around him.


      He couldn’t move very far, they made sure of that. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Zander and Evzen. Their soldiers were shaking their heads from side to side but not all of them were engaging.


      There weren’t as many shots ringing out as he expected. No doubt they didn’t want to hit each other. That would play in their favor. He crouched then launched himself over the group in front of him, kicking out as he went. He needed to get closer to the lab.


      When he landed on his feet, he heard curses and heard several pops. His leg was bleeding and hurt like a bitch but wouldn’t slow him much. It was the dart that slammed into his bicep that would do him in. He wavered on his feet. That was all it took to have five close the distance between them.


      Hayden stilled for a second, expecting his strength to flee him. When it didn’t, he realized they were using regular sedatives, as well as the special blend. Using that to his benefit, he staggered and dropped his head. The second the five were within range, he punched the closest in the chest then moved to the next and aimed for the head.


      Thankfully he was far faster than the humans, even injured and hit with a sedative. He managed to knock all five of them out and was racing toward the building in seconds. Zander and Evzen fought off their attackers and were next to him in seconds. Most of the soldiers were back fighting their people, so it was easy to dart behind cars as they raced.


      Glass shattered next to him and flew at his face, several pieces slicing through his cheek. Changing directions, Hayden headed for the guards shooting at them from across the street. With a wave of his hand Evzen sent them flying. When a bullet hit his shoulder and threw him onto his ass, he saw stars for several seconds.


      “Shite. They’re on the roof, too,” Zander called out. Screams echoed through the night followed by a wet splat. Hayden pushed to his feet and shook off the pain. He saw a soldier taking aim at Zander and he rushed for the guy. He tackled him, but not before his gun went off.


      The noise of the darts was a softer emission, and he knew this soldier had a dart gun. He punched the guy several times, breaking his nose. Blood gushed down the sides of his face. Ignoring that, Hayden was on his feet in time to see Zander stumble. He’d been hit with a hybrid dart.


      “Fuck.” The Vampire King’s voice was a low rasp. Evzen cried out a second later. Three soldiers were attacking him. He’d been shot in the chest and was no longer holding his staff.


      Hayden grabbed Zander and set him behind a car then headed for Evzen. The side of the Guild Master’s face was one massive bruise by the time he got there. One soldier was down and the other two were pummeling him. Hayden grabbed the closest guy’s head and twisted. The loud crack made him wince, but he wasn’t about to let his friend get captured or killed. These soldiers weren’t fucking around. They were far more concerned with their safety than they were taking them hostage.


      The fighting and yelling in the distance made him pause for a split second before he threw the remaining soldier against the building. They were close to the lab and he debated going back and helping the bigger fight or continuing with the mission.


      “We have to get to the lab,” Evzen told him, making his decision for him.


      Hayden bobbed his head and went back for Zander. His friend was unsteady on his feet, but they made it around the corner where Hayden’s heart stopped. All of the guards he hated were standing in front of the lab with guns drawn.


      “Those will have the darts that will weaken you.” Hayden let go of Zander and ran toward Stan. He had become his archnemesis. Several pops rang out and Hayden dropped to the pavement.


      Darts whizzed over his head and thudded into something behind him. His guilt surged anew when he heard Zander curse. He couldn’t get shoved into the weeds of self-blame right now. They were in the middle of a mission that had already gone sideways.


      Getting to his feet again, he darted back and forth as he continued to Stan. Once he reached the guard, he allowed his bear to surface just enough to shift his fingernails into claws. His hand was in motion with his razor-sharp claws slicing across Stan’s throat when he heard Zander scream.


      Hayden’s blood chilled with the noise his friend made. He would never forget it. His rage at himself and these greedy assholes took over and he knocked heads. He grabbed a rifle and shot another. Within seconds he had taken down all of the guards standing between him and the lab.


      Turning around, he saw Zander on the ground and Evzen kneeling close by. The Vampire King was grabbing his left leg. The thing had been cut off. Hayden ran back to their side, his heart in his throat and his breaths coming out in short rapid bursts. He hadn’t seen what happened to Zander, but he would bet anything that he’d been shot by a dart and weakened which gave the fucking assholes the chance to get the better of the best warrior Hayden had ever known. And it was all his damn fault.


      The devil was tap dancing on Hayden’s gag reflex as he watched Evzen help their friend. Hayden’s blood froze solid and he couldn’t look away from the sight of Zander’s leg detached from his body as he closed the distance to them. Bile rose to the back of his throat, threatening to make him vomit. This was all his fault.


      Now is not the time for self-flagellation. Hayden skidded to a halt next to them and cursed. “Fuck. I will get you out of here in one piece, Zander.”


      “Take care of that Goddess damned lab. We didn’t risk this for nothing,” Zander gritted out. The Vampire King’s skin was sallow and sweat covered his brow.


      Hayden turned to Evzen. “Did you ever perfect that bomb spell we talked about?”


      Evzen’s jaw dropped open and his eyes went wide. He started shaking his head from side to side then stopped himself. “I can blow this shit up.”


      Zander reached for Hayden, but his hand didn’t move very far. “No. We need information.”


      “Not that bad,” Evzen said before Hayden could respond.


      Hayden met Zander’s Sapphire gaze. The pain there was a knife to Hayden’s heart. “I’m going to pick you up and it’s going to hurt like hell.” Zander nodded his head and clenched his jaw.


      Hayden slid his arms under Zander. Evzen held Zander’s injured leg and stood at the same time Hayden did. Zander’s scream pierced the night, but he didn’t pass out. His head dropped to Hayden’s shoulder.


      “Blow this place up, E. We need to go.” Hayden told the Guild Master.


      Evzen nodded and his staff was in his hand a second later. Bhric ran around the corner and shouted a second later. Hayden worried it broke Evzen’s concentration, but he shouldn’t have. A loud explosion rocked the earth a split second later.


      Hayden wasn’t prepared and he stumbled forward while clutching Zander in his arms. Thank fuck Bhric was solid muscle and in front of them in no time. The Vampire Prince managed to stop Hayden from falling with Zander. They raced away from the flying debris with Evzen at their side.


      They made it to the next street and away from the blast zone. The Prince reached out to take Zander, but Hayden shook his head. “What’s the status of the fight? We need to get Zander the fuck out of here and now.”


      Bhric followed “The human soldiers are like bugs crawling out of every wall, but the warriors and your Lieutenants have it under control. And I can see you’ve taken care of the lab. I take it we will need to hunt doon the one in charge.”


      Hayden nodded once. “I refuse to risk Zander’s safety. His leg is hanging by a thread.”


      “Literally,” Evzen added with a grimace. Hayden could see the iridescent shimmer surrounding them. Given the sweat dotting the Guild Master’s brow and his pursed lips it was taking all of his remaining strength.


      Bhric rushed two soldiers that had seen them and diverted to attack. “How the fuck did this shite happen?”


      “He was hit with one of the hybrid sedatives and it allowed the guards to attack.” And it’s all my fault. Hayden left that last bit out. He knew he couldn’t feel guilty forever, but it would take some time.


      His chest twisted when they turned a corner and saw warriors and shifters on the ground along with the human soldiers. They had the upper hand at that point, and when he opened his senses to check for signs of life, he was relieved to hear their steady heartbeats.


      “Zeke! Gather the sedated. Time to leave.” Hayden continued walking past the rental. It would be easier to trek to the vans they’d stashed a few minutes from here. He would carry Zander all the way back to pack lands if he had to.


      “Right away, Omega. We’re right behind you.” His Lieutenant immediately barked orders and shifters started shoving the jeeps sideways before puncturing the tires with their claws, ensuring the humans wouldn’t be able to follow easily.


      “I can’t hold this any longer.” Evzen’s voice cracked and he stumbled next to them.


      Bhric caught the Guild Master’s arm. “They’re oot of sedatives. You can drop the spell.”


      Zander was going to need to see Jace and Elsie. He would need to feed. “Bhric. Call Elsie and ask Luke to open a portal from the mess hall. We will need to grab Millie and get Zander back to Zeum.”


      The Vampire Prince looked at his brother. Hayden saw true concern line Bhric’s face. He had never seen Zander look so weak or suffer such horrendous injuries. They hadn’t managed to infiltrate the lab and get the information they needed, but they were all getting out with their lives.


      In the end that was all that mattered. Killian was already in their system controlling any surveillance footage of the fight. They would deal with the fallout as it arose. Demons or human military. It didn’t matter what the enemy was, they would ensure the realm’s safety like they always had.
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      Hayden rubbed his chest as he watched his friends and family prepare for his mating ceremony. It had been three weeks since they’d destroyed the lab. Zander had recovered completely by the end of the week. Much to their surprise Jace hadn’t been able to heal the Vampire King like usual. The hybrid sedative lingered in their system and impaired their ability to heal.


      Hayden would be forever grateful that Elsie hadn’t threatened him with bodily harm for getting her mate hurt. She had accepted Millie with open arms and helped plan the mating ceremony. She’d even helped prepare him for meeting Millie’s parents.


      Hayden’s shifters had also welcomed Millie and come to adore her. And now he was minutes away from his mating ceremony to her. While he hadn’t actively thought about being blessed with his Fated Mate, a part of him had always wanted to find his other half.


      Any doubt he had about him being meant to find Millie vanished over the last few weeks. The Goddess had blessed him with the missing piece of his soul. Millie was his everything and he made her happy. He couldn’t ask for more than that.


      “Hayden,” Roberto, Millie’s father called out as he approached. “Should I go get Milagro now?”


      “Eres más de lo que jamás soñé para mi Milagro.” Luz, Millie’s mom clasped his hands and smiled up at him. She was shorter than his mate. He recalled how Luz told him about Milagro’s miraculous birth.


      Millie was breech and Luz couldn’t have a C-section because she didn’t deal well with anesthesia. The doctors worried Roberto would lose them both. The couple prayed to the Virgin Mary. Hayden believed it was the Goddess Morrigan that answered and ensured Millie turned at the last minute.


      Hayden smiled at Luz. “Milagro es mi salvación y mi felicidad. Nunca dejaré de amarla ni de asegurar su felicidad.”


      “We will get our daughter now.” Roberto clasped his wife’s hand and headed toward Jesaray house. Millie had already transformed the space, adding color and warmth to the place.


      Zander strode over with a smile on his face. Hayden searched for any signs that the Vampire King hadn’t regained normal function of his limb. Hayden released the breath he had been holding.


      “Your grandmother looks happier than I have ever seen her,” Zander observed as he stopped next to Hayden. “I’m no’ surprised that she and Luz get along so well.”


      Hayden’s mouth spread in a wide smile. Everyone called his grandmother Grandma Flo despite the fact that he was the only one that was her grandchild. She was easy to love, but didn’t look as old as human grandmothers, so he had been concerned Millie’s mother wouldn’t get along with her.


      “They both love cooking and Millie. They were destined to become friends. I just hope Roberto and Luz will remain here. It’s the only way I can keep them safe.” And Hayden wanted them there. It felt right having them close by. Their kids would benefit from having them next door, as well.


      Zander clapped him on the back. “I’ve heard human stories aboot how difficult in-laws can be, but I admit I’m jealous I was never able to meet Elsie’s parents.”


      Millie exited the back door then, making Hayden catch his breath. She was beautiful, steadfast and the smartest female he’d ever met. The Grove had been transformed in record time. It was early winter, and the flowers and shrubs had all died. Suvi brought over the wood sprites that called her backyard home and they’d worked a miracle.


      The wood was piled in a teepee, ready for the bonfire that would follow the ceremony. The stones of the large Triskele Amulet replica under the joined branches had been buffed to a high glossy shine. Like Zeum, Hayden had created a large image from colored stone so they had a sacred spot for various ceremonies.


      Millie and her parents had watched in awe as the ferns turned green and lush groundcover had replaced the frozen earth. White lights wrapped around tree trunks and flowers filled the space, leaving a sweet aroma in the air.


      Millie walked with her parents down the path of rose petals he had laid out from Jesaray house to the natural arbor of two evergreens over the amulet. As a being of earth, sun, and the wild, he loved being outdoors and was glad when Millie and her parents agreed to have the ceremony outside.


      Hayden’s eyes shifted from Millie to his grandmother for a second before going back to his mate. Every shifter that lived on pack lands in Seattle, plus countless others visiting from around the globe, filled the Grove to witness his mating. His mate had expressed concern about shifters hating her because of what she’d done to their Omega. He was glad to see her smiling and unaffected by everyone present.


      Shifters didn’t miss mating ceremonies. They had seven centuries to make up for because of the mating curse. Besides they loved to eat, and he had no doubt between Grandma Flo and Luz there was enough food to feed a thousand supernaturals.


      Hayden adjusted his suit jacket and adjusted his ceremonial cloak. He wanted to puff his chest out. The object was one of his most prized possessions. It was comprised of the hides of every animal that lived inside the Omega.


      The Goddess gave the cloak to the first Omega, and since then it had been passed down to subsequent leaders. Hayden wore it with pride. The charcoal suit was uncomfortable for him, but easily forgotten when he saw his mate’s eyes widen with appreciation.


      She was stunning in her white gown. The bodice was covered with lace and a plunging neckline. Her black hair was pulled up in twists and curls. Crystals adorned her head. His eyes locked with her dark gaze and his knees weakened from the onslaught of emotion.


      “I will never tire of seeing the look mates give each other right before the ceremony.” Zander’s voice was a deep rasp that helped Hayden regain some semblance of his control back.


      “It’s one filled with deep, tender, ineffable feelings of affection and solicitude toward their mate. I’ve never experienced stronger emotions. It evokes hope and joy in bystanders. It reflects their deep and enduring love for each other, along with their willingness to put their mate’s needs ahead of their own.” Hayden hadn’t understood the full extent until he gazed at his Fated Mate walking toward him on their Eve of Eternal Union.


      The murmuring noise of the crowd evaporated when she reached his side. Always aware of his shifters and prepared to help them, nothing else mattered at that precise moment but her.


      Like the many males he’d watched during the mating ceremony, Hayden pulled Millie into his embrace. Electricity arched between them and desire coursed through him making his shaft hard as stone. He kissed her glossy lips, not caring about the onlookers surrounding them.


      He allowed himself to indulge in her for a few seconds before he reluctantly broke away from her mouth. Her parents were watching them, and he didn’t want to make them uncomfortable. He positioned them on the stone image of the Triskele Amulet inlaid in the dirt.


      “Friends and family, please form a circle around the couple,” Zander instructed as he gestured his daughter closer. Despite the fact that it seemed as if Izzy’s direct line to the Goddess was gone, they all still treated her as if she was the embodiment of the amulet.


      “We have gathered here in this beautiful place, under the eye of the Sun and the glow of the Moon. Let the circle be blessed and consecrated with Fire and Water.”


      Breslin, Zander’s sister, stepped forward and with a wave of her hand, fire rose from the earth to the heavens like shooting stars. Her twin, Bhric joined her and smiled widely as he lifted his hand, palm up. The twins represented the yin and yang of power. A second after Bhric gestured to the sky, water cascaded down in a sheer waterfall from the heavens back to the earth, extinguishing the fire.


      “We call to the Goddess Morrigan, and invoke her to bless this mating,” Zander intoned. Hayden opened his energy and allowed his Omega power to seep from his pores.


      Within seconds dozens of animals from deer to mountain lions to squirrels slowly approached the gathering. Owls and various other birds flocked to the nearby trees. Hayden had warned Millie and her parents that animals would respond to his call. The joy on Millie’s face transformed her from gorgeous to utterly stunning.


      Hayden placed the mating stone into Millie’s hand and gave it a squeeze. He followed Millie’s gaze to the ordinary-looking granite stone. The change it was about to undergo was one of the Goddess’s most precious gifts. Hayden wondered what their mating stone would protect for them.


      The electricity shifting between them traveling through the stone sending sharp currents throughout Hayden’s body and settling in his groin. It had already been difficult to remain in control. This was making it so much harder. No pun intended.


      Hayden sandwiched Millie’s hand between his, hoping to calm the shaking he could feel. He sucked in a breath a second later as power unlike anything he had ever experienced built beneath their hands.


      Fluttering in his chest was his first hint that something big was building. His heart outpaced the trembling in his torso and his soul stretched. Each of his animals prowled wanting in on the action. It brought to mind the fact that the blood exchange would soon follow. Millie had been terrified of this part of the plan. He wasn’t certain how he was going to handle that.


      “We call upon the spirits of the East, of Air, Spring, and new beginnings. We call upon the spirits of the South and the inner Fire of the Sun, Summer, and personal will. We call upon the spirits of the West, of Water, Autumn, and healing and dreaming. We call upon the spirits of the North, of Earth, Winter, and the time of cleansing and renewal. Join us to bless this couple with your guidance and inspiration,” Zander chanted, his baritone voice carrying to the outer circles.


      Millie placed her right hand over Hayden’s heart like he’d instructed, and he did the same. “I bless this mating under the Sun and the Moon. This circle of love and honor is open and never broken, so may it be.” Zander’s clear voice filled the Grove.


      Heat built in the stone and Hayden flicked his gaze to Millie to make sure it wasn’t too much for her. Her wide brown eyes were filled with tears, but she didn’t seem to be in pain. Through their bond, Hayden felt her joy and love.


      A sucking sensation stole Hayden’s ability to breathe seconds before his soul left his body and entered the stone. Brilliant light flashed between their fingers and Hayden’s body filled with the magic.


      The connection he felt to Millie cemented in place. It became an unbreakable gold ribbon that wrapped around his heart and ran to Millie’s, entwining them. Millie’s jaw dropped and her gaze shifted from his eyes to her chest right after their souls surged back into their bodies.


      Hayden had to brace himself as he adjusted to the sensations. His renovated soul was foreign and didn’t fit quite right any more because his chest was filled to bursting. For the first time in his existence his soul was complete because of the stunning female in front of him.


      Millie was a vital part of him now. She was ingrained in every cell of his body. The stunning truth hit him at that moment. She was his and he was hers.
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        * * *

      


      Millie beamed up at her mate. More in love with him than she ever had been. Familiar power surrounded her in a welcomed embrace.


      “Mating stones protect and bless different aspects for different couples. You are a scientist at heart. Always evaluating and searching for answers. The realm faces unprecedented danger that you will be able to help protect them against. You are my miracle. Your mating stone embodies creativity and protection. You will need both to face the battles ahead.” The lyrical voice was foreign and familiar the same time. Instinctually, she knew it was the Goddess Morrigan.


      When Millie’s gaze focused the first thing that she saw was Hayden’s broad grin. The actual Goddess had spoken inside her head. For what felt like the millionth time over the last three weeks she was overwhelmed by the enormity of what she’d joined.


      Her ears came online then and stopped her mind from spiraling. The clapping and cheering contained genuine happiness. Glancing down, she noticed the light was still emanating from between her fingers and his over the stone.


      Hayden lifted his hand to reveal a chocolate diamond the size of a golf ball. Millie was unfamiliar with the Tehrex Realm and magic, so when she felt the gem pulse throughout her body and reach out to Hayden she was confused. There were so many layers to the power bonding them. Her mind immediately started peeling them apart so she could evaluate each and determine how it all worked.


      Those thoughts were cut off abruptly when Hayden stuffed the diamond in his pocket and wrapped his big, strong arms around her. His mouth crashed down on hers a second later. As always, their kiss fanned her desire and had her wanting more. She didn’t care that her parents were watching them make out.


      Until her mother cleared her throat and her father reprimanded her. “Luz, they’re in love. Remember how you couldn’t keep your hands off me? Let them kiss.”


      Millie broke away and laughed at the grimace on Hayden’s face. “Sorry, Luz. Your daughter’s beautiful smile makes me forget myself.”


      Luz laughed. “My husband is right. I remember when we couldn’t keep our hands off each other, but your people would like to congratulate you.”


      “And the food is ready in the hall,” Grandma Flo announced as she wrapped one arm around his shoulders.


      Hungry shifters and Dark Warriors filed into the building in search of sustenance. Millie noticed Kellen, Luke and Jett were among those present. She didn’t recall the names of any others, but most of those that had joined him at the base were there to celebrate the best day of her life.


      “C’mon, let’s grab some food,” Hayden urged her. “You’re going to need your strength for what comes next.” The way he waggled his eyebrows made her laugh.


      A woman with spiky black hair, Millie thought she was called Mack, slapped Hayden on the back as she shifted a cute little girl with grey eyes that had a flame inside the center higher on her hip. “It’s good to see your resting bitch face changed into something that doesn’t frighten my daughter.”


      Hayden shook his head but never stopped smiling. “Harlow has never been afraid of me. Her dragon feels my dominance, doesn’t it?” Hayden let go of Millie’s hand and took Harlow as she reached for him.


      Millie watched him as they crossed to the mess hall to get some food. Shifters drifted out with filled plates and wandered to the tables while Breslin started the bonfire. The feeling of belonging filled Millie to bursting. Her parents were content as her mom cooed at the child in Hayden’s grasp.


      “Welcome to the family, Millie. I have a shirt for you,” Mack said as her mate and Zander’s other brother, Kyran, joined her.


      The Vampire Queen laughed. “I think this is your best one yet. Her science really did kick magic’s ass.”


      Millie laughed. “I’m so glad these men aren’t intimidated by a smart, capable woman.”


      “Intelligence is sexy as hell,” Hayden murmured into her ear, making her shiver with arousal. Perhaps they could skip the meal and get to the good part.
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        * * *

      


      Hayden hesitated outside the dark cavern when he felt Millie shivering beside him. The wind blew cold air across their skin, but he didn’t think she was reacting to the temperature. “Are you sure you’re okay doing this part in the mating cave?”


      Millie squinted at the dark opening. While Hayden could see the candles flickering inside, she couldn’t. “To be honest, I thought that was a euphemism for where shifters spent their wedding, or rather mating night. I had no idea you were being literal.”


      Millie sucked in a deep breath and licked her lips. Through their bond he felt her apprehension and excitement. “Is that going to be a problem?”


      “Is there a bed? I don’t want to be doing it on the rock covered ground. Oh and what about a bathroom. I’m sure I’ll need one of those.”


      “I made sure there was a new mattress for our use tonight. As for a bathroom, I plan on keeping you plenty busy, but if you need one, I will carry you to the nearby river.” Hayden laughed when her face scrunched up and she stuck her tongue out at him. “Is that an invitation?”


      They entered the dimly lit cavern and while he could see easily with enhanced vision, he picked her up because her vision was still human, and she couldn’t see more than a couple feet in front of them. He held her close and breathed in her spicy coconut scent.


      About fifty yards inside the cave stood a large four-poster bed with a plush teal comforter. Candles sat in clusters on the various natural shelves throughout the space. Zeke and Tia had lit the candles and left them champagne with fresh fruit. There were other snacks on the low table along with toys he hoped to introduce into their love making.


      He stopped her by the end of the bed and set her on her feet. She’d barged into his life like a battering ram and had taken him hostage. He doubted his first instinct and allowed anger to fill his heart with every poke of a needle. Thank the Goddess Fate was a persistent bitch that won out in the end.


      Millie was sexy, smart and the perfect fit for him. Their bond strengthened by the minute, promising him that their love was the stuff of legend. It overrode pain and anguish to create something beautiful.


      The soft whisper of her breathing sped up, inciting his animals. His heart immediately matched the rapid pace of hers. His gaze snagged on the sight of her chest rising and falling as her breathing picked up speed, as well. He ran the backs of his fingers across her cheek then pulled each crystal and bobby pin, so her loose curls tumbled to her shoulders. Her tresses were soft as silk, and her sultry scent filled the cave.


      Her hands landed on his chest, searing him with erotic electricity. A groan was forced from him. “You were stunning in this dress,” he admitted as he unbuttoned the dozens of pearls that lined her spine. “But I want it off of you and I’m having a hard time leashing my animals to get through the buttons.”


      Amusement flashed through their bond a fraction of a second before he heard her giggle. Her sultry smile told him she enjoyed the torture as she continued running her hands over his torso. “All good things come to those that wait. Didn’t your mom ever tell you that?”


      “Only about a million times, but every ounce of control I have flies out the window with how badly I want to be inside you, mi alma.”


      Hayden hid his grin as his mate clawed frantically at his clothing. She would never admit it, but Millie went from zero to sixty when he talked dirty. “Take this off,” she demanded as she finally slipped her small hands between the sides of his shirt and ripped it open.


      Buttons went flying and his mouth crashed down on hers. The heat between them was always explosive and became an inferno as she shoved his jacket then shirt off. He toed off one shoe then the other while his tongue tangled with hers. Letting go of her backside was difficult, but Hayden did it long enough to let his jacket and button down fall to the floor.


      His cock jerked when her hot hands grabbed the fastening and shoved them down. Hayden finally got her dress undone and pushed it off her shoulders. Millie pulled away and looked up at him as she tried to catch her breath.


      The twitch of her finger made it brush against his shaft. She stepped out of her dress and pushed his pants to his ankles. His shaft bounced when it was released. The sight of her standing there in a sheer white bra and panties and licking her lips as she stared at him burned into his mind.


      “You are incredibly delicious and I’m starving,” he informed her as his glowing brown eyes shifted over her body.


      “I want a taste, too.” Her voice was a full body caress and created images in his head that urged his animals closer to the surface.


      Millie tilted her head and smirked up at him as she walked around him, trailing a finger across his bare chest. A purr rumbled through his throat. “Careful, love. I’m not sure how long I can hold back.”


      Her throaty chuckle was punctuated when she slapped his ass and bit his shoulder lightly. His head fell back, and his eyes closed then snapped open when her tongue licked over his nipple. Sweat broke out over his entire body.


      “Who said anything about holding back?” she asked seductively. There were no barriers between them. He’d never felt closer to another being in his life and he wanted more from her. She reached behind herself and unlatched her bra.


      His throat closed as her breasts were revealed to him. The plump globes had his cock jumping. He reached out and brushed a finger over her nipples, making them pebble in response. She leaned into him and he gave in and picked her up. Her legs wrapped around his waist and her body melted into his.


      “You can taste me after the blood exchange,” he murmured as he kissed down the length of her throat. “My animals need to claim you.”


      “Mmmm,” she purred and moved her pelvis against his. “As long as it feels like this I am ready for it all.”


      His eyes flared wide. She’d been so hesitant about this part of the ceremony that he worried she wouldn’t be able to go through with it. There was no way he could make her if she said no. He’d rather suffer for the rest of his life than make her do something she didn’t want to.


      “It’ll feel even better.” He lowered his head and sucked one nipple into his mouth. Arching her back, she pushed more of her breast past his lips. They had yet to make love slowly and savor each other. Every time they came together it was a matter of urgency as they dove headfirst into pleasure.


      Hayden turned and set her on the edge of the bed then urged her to lay back with a hand to her chest. She grabbed some pillows and kept her eyes on every move he made. She lifted one leg barely hiding her glistening sex.


      “I don’t deserve you, but I will spend the next several centuries proving why choosing me wasn’t a mistake.”


      “What?” Her eyes held fear and excitement. “I won’t live that long.”


      Hayden’s eyes traveled to her core and remained there while he nudged her knees apart. The arousal coating her soft folds was a siren’s song. He ran a finger through her slit, making her shudder.


      “As soon as we exchange blood your DNA will alter, and you will live as long as I do.”


      Her back lifted off the bed and she mewled. “That was an important detail to share with me before.”


      He lowered his body as his mouth was positioned an inch above her core. “Would you have changed your mind?” He ran his tongue through her folds.


      “No!” Her hands fisted the comforter while he lapped at her spicy nectar.


      He was addicted to her honey. One taste and there was no stopping until she was writhing beneath his mouth. One of his hands trailed up her stomach to cup her breast while his other went to her drenched opening.


      No one told him that he would feel her pleasure as well. It was going to be impossible to maintain control with both of their arousals wracking his body. One finger teased her opening before it slid inside. He licked and sucked her clit into his mouth at the same time. His erection jerked against the side of the mattress where it was trapped by his body.


      Their new bond gave him a whole new insight into how much she enjoyed when he touched and kissed her. Her muscles clamped down on his finger as she lifted her hips.


      “More. I need more.” Her fingers tangled in his hair. She pulled him against her sex, forcing more pressure to the engorged nub.


      His cock ached, needing to be inside his mate as badly as she needed a release at the moment. Wanting to give her what she wanted, he sucked her clit and plunged two fingers into her sex. Within seconds she was bucking and crying his name.
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        * * *

      


      Stars exploded behind Millie’s closed eyes as her body continued to shudder from the climax. Her eyes flew open to watch as Hayden prowled up between her legs. The image of a panther on the prowl popped into her head, making her appreciate his feline grace. She saw hints of his other animals flash through his irises. She adored each one.


      With a smile, Millie spread her legs wide, in invitation. His hard flesh was a flame against her skin. The way his weight settled over her emphasized the shine in his eyes as he lay on top of her.


      With a mind of their own, her legs widened then wound around his hips. It brought the tip of his cock in line with her core. Lifting her head, she claimed his mouth in a heated kiss. She tasted herself on him and it only turned her on more. No one had ever enjoyed this more.


      Shoving one hand between their bodies, she ran his length through her arousal making sure he was coated in her moisture. He took over then and rocked against her while he devoured her mouth.


      He broke the kiss and stared down at her as he reached down and aligned his shaft. “I love you, mi alma.” With that proclamation he plunged into her to the hilt in one tight stroke, stretching her to the point of pain.


      Every time they had sex she was overcome with a sense of rightness. She was well aware the Goddess had a hand in her existence and that they were literally made for each other. When they joined their bodies, there was no room for doubt.


      She met Hayden thrust for thrust. His mouth descended to kiss the side of her mouth. He set a hard and fast rhythm that had her climbing to another peak in minutes. She lifted one leg higher on his side. The new position widened the angle so she could take more of him.


      “I love you, too.” Her profession was followed by a moan that left her mouth.


      Her spine tingled in a way it never had before. Her wide eyes landed on his slitted eyes and she knew she was feeling how much he enjoyed fucking her. She was still reeling from his announcement, but this was the best benefit of their mating. She wanted to experience everything with him.


      They moved together, their bond keeping them in sync. Far too soon, her body coiled tightly around his shaft. She couldn’t think about anything which was good. He told her about the blood exchange, and she wasn’t sure she could go through with it.


      Hayden slowed his pace and leveraged his upper body on one elbow as he leaned over and grabbed a dagger. It was ornate with some kind of writing etched on the blade and jewels on the hilt.


      “Close your eyes, love. Just for a second.” Millie obeyed his command and cried out when his thrusts turned hard again as he sucked one of her nipples into his mouth.


      “I want you to take my blood when your climax hits.”


      Millie’s eyes popped open and she gasped when he twisted his hips and hit her in a different angle. Blood dripped from a wound on his neck. Tossing the weapon aside, Hayden pushed one finger between them and strummed her clit.


      Their movements became frantic and her orgasm was barreling down on her. Millie lifted her head and lapped at his wound the second her climax ripped her apart. Pleasure exploded through her while she drank his life’s blood. She expected to hate the taste of him, but he tasted like crème brulee.


      A gasp left her when her shoulder stung. No doubt he’d bitten her, and it was nothing like she’d expected. Their minds mingled as her body exploded once again. She felt his release blast through him as if they’d coalesced into one entity.


      She knew his hopes, needs and desires as his cock grew, knotting them together while their climaxes continued. Tears brimmed in her eyes. He’d already fallen in love with her family and wanted her parents to live with the pack. She couldn’t agree more with him.


      Hayden cupped her cheek. “Are you okay?”


      “Never better.” If she knew what he was thinking and feeling surely, he sensed the truth of her words.


      “Ready for round two?” Hayden’s mouth trailed down the side of her neck until he was kissing the spot that he’d bitten her.


      That fast her pleasure was building again, and she forgot the slight soreness in her body. “Always,” she assured him and lost herself to her mate’s ministrations. Millie had discovered her destiny and joined a supernatural family that brought her more joy than she thought possible. She looked forward to everything life would bring.
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      Emmie released me and wiped a tear from her eye as she looked around the grounds. “I can see why you don’t want to leave here. This place is amazing, mom. Well, aside from the eerie cemetery and mausoleum. I always hated that when we came here as kids, and it isn’t any better. Anyway, knowing how much you love it will make being so far from you completely worth it.”


      I squeezed my oldest daughter’s hand and bobbed my head in agreement. I never imagined I would feel this way when I came to England to say goodbye to my grandmother. “For the first time since your father died, I feel like I’m home here at Pymm’s Pondside. The only downside is not being able to hop in a car and visit you and your brother and sister.”


      “We don’t mind coming to you, mom. You’ve done more than enough for us. It’s about time you have something just for you,” Skylar, my youngest daughter told me as she jumped into the conversation. She was leaning against the white picket fence that surrounded the massive garden my grandmother kept in pristine condition. That was one thing I wasn’t looking forward to maintaining. My bad knee ached in preparation for what it was going to be put through.


      Greyson turned from the pond at the front of the property I’d just inherited and rolled his eyes at his twin. Skylar was my sensitive one, where Emmie was the responsible one of my three kids, and Greyson was hotheaded. “Stop sucking up. Mom isn’t going to fly you out to England every time you’re homesick.”


      My head started throbbing with the familiar argument. Emmie had been away at college for two years, but the twins just started. And being my sensitive one, Skylar came home nearly every weekend. The three-hour drive didn’t faze her at all, where Greyson almost always remained on campus. By remaining in England, I will be making it impossible for them to come home for a weekend visit.


      I am a horrible mother because leaving my kids without their home base close by didn’t make me change my mind. Every fiber of my being screamed that this was where I was meant to be. Where I needed to be. I’ve lived the past twenty-two years for someone else. Now was my time.


      I wrapped one arm around Greyson and the other around Skylar. “What have I always told you, Grey? It’s your job to take care of your sisters. They do enough for you. I expect you to make time for her as we all adjust to this new set up.”


      Greyson’s head dipped, and he took a deep breath. “Sorry, mom. You’re right. I won’t get lost in myself.”


      “I won’t let you,” Emmie added. “I never thought I’d be happy to move back in with you nutjobs, but I’m actually excited.”


      Dust billowed into the air as the car I arranged to take them to the airport turned down my dirt drive. Emotion clogged my throat, and my eyes burned with tears. I’d lost so much in my life, and it felt like I was losing them now, too. “I’m going to miss you guys.”


      Skylar squeezed me tighter. “We will miss you, too, but this isn’t forever. You never know. We might decide to move here after college.”


      I released the twins and embraced Emmie next. “Now, remember you guys are closing on your house before the term begins. The agent will be contacting you, Emmie, to set up the date and time, but all three of you need to be there.”


      The second I stepped foot onto the property, I called a real estate agent in Salisbury and arranged to sell my house. I swear the Gods are on my side because it sold before the week was out. Emmie was all too happy to find a house for her to move into with the twins. In no time, the three found exactly what they wanted. Using the money from the sale of my house, I put in an offer for the kids on the one close to their campus.


      “I’ve got it handled, mom. Don’t worry about us. We will be back next summer.”


      “If you need anything, call me.” I hugged them each once more then sent them on their way.


      Turning around, I took in my new home. Pymm’s Pondside was the name for the white cottage. When I visited as a kid, I thought it was neat that they named their homes here. But to call it a cottage was misleading. The thing was nearly as big as my house in Salisbury, but it had charm coming out of the eaves.


      The brown roof reminded me of a thatch design. Every angle was rounded, creating a soft, inviting look to the five-bedroom home. The shutters on the windows matched the brown of the roof, and the ivy growing up one side was straight out of a fairytale. I’d always thought that, and now it was mine.


      I even owned a cemetery. Never thought I’d say that in my life. And, the craziest part was that it made me feel closer to the family I’d never known. I turned my head to the left and glanced at the headstones. Towards the back of the place were a couple mausoleums. Yeah, it’s super creepy but also pretty neat. I mean, there was a graveyard a hundred feet from where I slept. Good thing I have always loved them, or I wouldn’t have been able to stay in the house.


      Turning away from the cemetery, I glanced at the garden I had spent days wondering if I should remove. Not only did I cringe at the thought of so much bending, but I didn’t have a green thumb. I wasn’t as bad as Violet, my best friend, but plants didn’t exactly flourish under my care. And I’m starting a new life now. I admit that I have no desire to weed the damn thing. I was reluctant to actually pull the plants up. They’re a part of the place’s charm.


      I headed to the pond and smiled as I looked at the large watering hole. I’ve seen deer, rabbits, and small bears drinking late at night or in the early morning. The entire property was surrounded by woods. The area was lush thanks to the rainy weather in Northern England.


      Opening the small gate in the fence around the garden, I went in search of some basil to add to my tomato sandwich for lunch. There were so many herbs and plants, and I knew what maybe a third of them were. Rosemary and mint were the most obvious. The rest I would learn in time if I don’t lose it all to weeds.


      I found what I was looking for in the far corner closest to the cemetery. My gaze shifted to the fresh grave. My vision blurred when I read my grandmother’s name. A pinging started up in my head. That was the only way I could describe it.


      There was something hitting the walls of my skull, almost like a bee trapped under a cloche. I’ve never experienced it before in my life. The stress of the past month must be getting to me.


      I took a deep breath and thought about my grandma. Isidora Shakleton was unforgettable and an integral part of the town. Most of the residents of Cottlehill Wilds showed up for her service.


      The pinging was gone by the time I turned away and walked back to the house. The inside was just as cozy as it appeared on the outside. The back door went right into the kitchen, where I dumped the basil before I headed through the small living room and up the stairs to my bedroom.


      The patchwork quilt my grandmother made was still on her bed. I had my clothes and a few of my favorite mementos shipped to me. The rest was going to the kids.


      I really do need a new comforter. And sheets. I made plans to head into the city so I could pick up a nice Down quilt and maybe a new mattress. I swear there were more lumps in the thing than there were on my butt and thighs. And that was saying something.


      Being my age, it was shocking if you didn’t carry an extra fifteen or twenty pounds. I know I certainly had the extra cushion. Along with aches and pains, I thought as I bent to pick up the towels Skylar left on the wood floor.


      That was one thing I will not miss. The kids, much like my late husband, never picked up after themselves. And boy, did that get on my last damn nerve. I spent my entire life caring for others—both at work and at home. I swear being a caretaker was woven in my DNA.


      After graduating with my bachelor’s degree in nursing, I worked full-time in the ICU at a local hospital for twenty years then took care of Tim at the end. Perhaps that was what was so inviting about my grandmother’s house. There was no one here for me to take care of.


      After washing the toothpaste from the sink, I turned and yelped. “What the fuck?” My mouth got away from me when I noticed the towels back on the ground. Where the hell had they come from? I just picked them up and put them in the laundry basket.


      I headed into the other bedrooms and stripped the beds before straightening the covers over the mattresses. When I finished with the room Greyson was staying in, I tripped over the sheets that were no longer in their neat little pile.


      Pausing, I thrust my hands on my hips and glanced around. Was someone there messing with me? I didn’t find anything out of the ordinary, so I picked up the pile and added it to the basket, then carried my load downstairs.


      When I entered the tiny room at the back of the kitchen where the washer and dryer were, I stopped short when I noticed the soap tipped over on its side. “Alright, grandma, if you’re haunting the place to scare me, there’s no need. I’m not going to make too many changes.”


      It felt almost as if the house sighed around me. Shaking my head at my idiocy, I put a load on then entered the kitchen. The sight of the scuffed wooden stool sitting at the butcherblock island reminded me of all the days I used to sit there as a kid and listen to my grandmother tell me stories about Fae and witches.


      I envied her creativity. I could never come up with the elaborate ones she did. She wove tales about portals, fairies, dragons, and gnomes. When I became a mom, and my kids started asking for stories, I used my favorites from the ones she told me.


      Skylar loved one about a pixie that sought asylum with a witch from a vicious beast that had been hunting her. The pixie barely evaded the beast and barreled through some woods when she came up against a barrier. She pounded her tiny hands on the barrier, begging for help. The witch helped and provided the pixie with some woods to live in and the pixie gave the witch fresh flowers in return.


      Emmie’s favorite was about a gnome family that was escaping from some barghests while Greyson preferred stories about dragon shifters that needed to get away from the vile King that created them to ravage and kill.


      My mind swimming with memories, I made a sandwich and was turning away from the window when movement caught my eye. I sucked in a breath and immediately started choking on my food. Smashing the food in my hand, I raced for the back door and burst through.


      I was still coughing when I dashed down the steps. After a couple more hacks, I managed to clear my throat. “Can I help you?” It still felt like food was stuck down the wrong pipe.


      The woman paused with her hand on an herb in the garden and looked up at me. She looked like she was in her late twenties, maybe early thirties and had stunning red hair. My hands smoothed down my pink t-shirt when I took in her crop top and flat stomach.


      She lifted one hand and smiled. “Oh, hi. You must be Fiona, Isidora’s granddaughter. I’m Aislinn. I thought you’d be on a plane home by now. I saw the car leave hours ago.”


      I crossed my arms over my chest, smearing mayonnaise over my left boob. I was a hot freakin’ mess, but I didn’t care at the moment. I have no idea how my grandmother did things, but I didn’t want people wandering on my property whenever they wanted.


      “This is my property and I have decided to stay. Listen, I’m not sure what arrangement you had with my grandmother, but I would like a heads up before you go prowling around stealing my stuff.”


      Aislinn’s eye bugged out of her head and her hand dropped to her side. “I apologize. Like I said, I figured you’d be gone. I just needed some thistle for a potion, and Isidora has always allowed me to grab the few ingredients I need in exchange for helping with upkeep in here.”


      That brought a smile to my lips. My hands dropped, and pieces of tomato fell from between the bread. “In that case, you are more than welcome. Honestly, I was thinking about getting rid of the garden. I swear I have a black thumb. Besides, I have no idea what all this is, or what it is for.”


      Aislinn chuckled and cut a couple sprigs of the plant she’d been holding. “If you’re Isidora’s kin, you’ll be able to keep things alive, but I am happy to help. This has become my therapy since my husband left me a year ago. Is your husband not staying with you?”


      I shook my head side to side as a lump formed in my throat. Anytime I talked about Tim, I was close to losing my shit. Enough time had passed that I should be beyond this by now. But I knew better than anyone that there was no such thing as closure. Grief was a roller coaster that would catch you off guard when you least expected it. The loss of someone you love never stopped hurting, no matter how much time passed.


      “My husband passed away a couple years ago. Cancer.” I preempted the inevitable questions about what killed him. “My kids went back home to college. They will visit, but they won’t be living with me.”


      “I’m so sorry about your husband. You’re starting over. That’s good. It’ll help to create a life that is removed from him. That way, the grief won’t suck you under every time you turn around.”


      My jaw dropped open at the young woman’s insight. I never would have expected her to be so wise. “Honestly, I never thought about that. I had the hardest time letting him go. Despite how much it hurt to eat at our favorite restaurant and go to our park, I ignored it because it felt like a betrayal to do anything else. It wasn’t until I got here and felt this sense of belonging that I started giving more thought to my desire to create a new life for myself.”


      Aislinn exited through the gate and stopped by my side. She was at least three inches shorter than my five-foot-five frame and skinny as a rail, but she exuded this green aura. I must be thinking that because she enjoys gardening.


      “As a Shakleton, you definitely belong here. I need to get home to make this potion, but if you ever need anything, I work at Phoenix Feathers. In fact, you should come in some time for a drink. On me.”


      I extended my clean hand and shook hers. “Thank you. I will be in touch, I’m sure.”


      I watched her walk away. I missed where she turned off my driveway because standing on the other side of the path was a man. He was muscular and intimidating. I wouldn’t say he was gorgeous. He was too scary for that, although his beauty was undeniable.


      I lifted my hand and waved at him. “Hi. I’m Fiona. I just moved into my grandmother’s house.” The guy didn’t say a word as he stood with his feet braced apart, and his arms crossed over his chest while he narrowed his brown eyes at me.


      I waited a few minutes before realizing he was not going to introduce himself. Swallowing hard, I turned back to my house. By the time I got inside the kitchen, he was gone. Maybe I would ask Aislinn who the attractive, yet angry man was.


      Pymm’s Pondside was turning out to be more than I bargained for when I turned back to the kitchen to see silverware strewn over the island. A familiar determination settled over me. This was going to be great. There was no other choice.


      I lost my Grams, quit my job, sold my house, and moved to another country. I couldn’t exactly pick up where I left off. That life was in the wind now.
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      Review are like hugs. Sometimes awkward. Always welcome! It would mean the world to me if you can take five minutes and let others know how much you enjoyed my work.


      Don’t forget to visit my website: www.brendatrim.com and sign up for my newsletter, which is jam-packed with exciting news and monthly giveaways. Also, be sure to visit and like my Facebook page https://www.facebook.com/AuthorBrendaTrim to see my daily posts.


      Never allow waiting to become a habit. Live your dreams and take risks. Life is happening now.


      DREAM BIG!


      XOXO,


      Brenda
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