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When her grandfather wanders off, witch Kate Marshall enlists a handsome neighbor to help find Eli, who suffers from dementia. She doesn’t know Mark Delaney is a magic-using undercover agent trying to bring down a gang of drug dealers with deadly spirit animals.

 

Soon Mark and Kate find themselves falling in love, even as he wrestles with lying to the woman he’s fallen for. Unfortunately, the drug lord who is the gang’s leader is having them watched, so Mark can’t come clean.

 

When the gang kidnaps Eli and Kate to force her to collude in their crimes, she must turn to Mark despite his lies, the risk to her heart and the threat to her beloved grandfather’s life.


Chapter One

Wolf Springs, NC

 

Kate Marshall hurried along the path as fast as she dared, scanning the surrounding woods for a flash of white hair. Anxiety coiled in a sick knot in her belly. Good thing it was late spring. If it had been winter, she’d have to worry he’d forgotten the way home and succumbed to hypothermia.

No sign of him. Nothing but squirrels rustling through the leaves as courting birds sung from the pines, oaks, and maples looming around her.

Dammit, where is he?

Kate stopped in her tracks, closed her eyes, and scanned again, but nothing glowed behind her closed eyes. No sign of Eli Riley’s Talent shining through the trees. Except…

Wait. Not a glow, but something. She concentrated, focusing until the sense of power grew more acute. It seemed to be emanating from the lake.

Her eyes flew open, and she took off in long strides just short of a run. “Granddad? Granddad, where are you? You’re scaring me!”

Some days, Eli seemed just like the man who’d raised her during those idyllic childhood summers, endlessly wise, skilled in art and magic and the intersection where the two met. On bad days, he became a six-foot tall three-year-old, prone toward tantrums and violent outbursts. Even worse was the lethal combination of his raw magical ability and his failing memory, which could easily kill him if he made an error with a spell. Which was why she’d panicked when she’d woke up this morning to find him gone.

Eli hadn’t been in the studio crafting something fatal, though his backpack of magical gear was missing. She’d searched the rest of the old Victorian house and its extravagant garden, but no luck.

What worried her most was the lake. Her childhood summer haunt was less than a mile away from the house. Way too close for comfort.

He can swim. Hell, he taught me. But what if…

Flickering light flashed through the trees ahead -- sunlight glinting off the water. The sense of power was stronger now. Splashes sounded, suggesting someone swimming.

Or drowning. Her heart shot into her throat.

“Granddad, dammit!” Kate broke into a sprint, ignoring the thin branches that whipped across her face. “Granddad!” I can’t lose him too. She burst from the trees. “Granddad!”

But when she spotted the swimmer, it was not her grandfather. Not with the long blond hair slicked around broad, bare shoulders that gleamed in the morning sunlight. The man stopped swimming and turned, treading water, wiping a big hand down his dripping face. “I’m sorry, what?”

“Have you seen an old man?”

“No, nothing but couple of deer and about a dozen squirrels.” He started back to the shore, muscular arms stroking the water, sending droplets flying through the arc of a rainbow. “What’s the problem?”

“My grandfather… He’s got dementia. I woke up this morning to find him gone. He comes out here to paint.” Kate raked both hands through her brunette hair, absently plucking out leaves and twigs from her heedless run. “Oh God, he could be anywhere. The road -- he could have been hit by a car. Sometimes he doesn’t remember to check before he crosses…” She started to turn away.

“Hang on, let me get dressed and I’ll help you look.” He waded out of the lake, water streaming down a body like a gladiator’s, all hard, carved muscle. He wore only a pair of black swim trunks and a glowing golden tattoo in the center of his chest, a circle surrounded by sigils. Looked like some kind of protective spell. And he was big, easily six-one. On any other day in any other situation, she’d have drooled.

“Where do you live?” He walked over to a pile of neatly folded clothes. Picking up a towel, he started drying off, muscle flexing in his broad chest.

“In the Victorian a mile that way.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder and looked away, trying not to ogle.

“Oh, you must mean Eli. I didn’t know he’d gotten that bad.” He pulled on faded jeans despite his wet trunks, then shrugged on an equally faded black T and stuffed his bare feet into running shoes. The shirt’s white lettering read “USAC Academy.”

He was Arcane Corps. No wonder he radiated so much power, she’d felt it a quarter mile away. Kate was tempted to close her eyes and check the glow of his magic, but that would be rude.

He extended a hand, a frown of concern on his face. “Mark Delaney. I’m so sorry about your grandmother.”

A spasm of pain stabbed her, but she forced a tight smile as his long fingers enfolded hers. His skin felt calloused and cool. “Thank you. I’m Kate Marshall.” She studied that tough, intensely masculine face. Beard stubble roughened his square jaw and broad, cleft chin, blond brows slashing over Feral gold eyes. It was hard to tell, but she thought his hair would be honey blond when it dried. His lips were thin and masculine, but they looked soft, kissable. Tempting, despite the nerve-wracking situation she was in.

After a carefully calibrated squeeze, he let her go. “Don’t freak out, I’m going to manifest so I can track him. I’m a Feral.” Golden light exploded around him as his magic became visible in a flare of sparks and whirling energy. A heartbeat later, it coalesced into a huge shaggy figure with a long bullet-shaped head and foot-wide paws. The raw power of the animal spirit beat at Kate’s senses as it towered over her, almost ten feet tall. Mark was only dimly visible in its center, cocooned within it like a man in armor.

Blinking, Kate suppressed the instinct to step back.

“Don’t worry, Kola and I have been stable for years,” Mark said as the bear dropped to all fours. Its shoulder was level with her chin, and she was five-six. “I’m in control.” Which wasn’t always a given with Ferals, whose spirit animals could make them prone toward explosions of aggression.

Feeling a bit self-conscious about her reaction, she said, “I knew from your shirt you must be Arcane Corps, but I wasn’t expecting a polar bear.” Serving in the military was the only way you could legally meld with a Familiar that powerful. Ferals were the magical equivalent of the Navy SEALs, and most Americans viewed them with awe.

Well, except for Humanists, who thought they were demon possessed.

“We probably need to go back to your house if Kola’s going to catch his scent,” Mark told her.

Kate shook herself out of her awed contemplation of the bear and turned to lead the way. “There’s a path to the house through here.”

Mark advanced to stride along beside her, and she shot him a sidelong look. Even on all fours, the manifestation was enormous as it walked nose to the ground, the man floating within it. The mystical shell he and his spirit animal had conjured was every bit as solid as flesh and blood. Actually, more so -- manifestations were bulletproof.

“Kola should be able to track him,” Mark said from its glow. “Polar bears can smell a seal located beneath three feet of ice from half a mile away. I don’t think Eli came this way today, though. All the scent trails except yours are older.”

They finally emerged from the trees to see Eli’s slate blue Queen Anne Victorian with its mansard roof and dormers, trimmed like a giant wooden cake with intricate white gingerbread and carved columns. Rose bushes in pinks, yellows and reds bloomed around the old house in fragrant mounds, and a huge old magnolia spread thick limbs decorated by waxy white blooms.

Kate gave the yard a quick scan, hoping Eli had come home, but no such luck.

Next to her, the bear gave a sudden rumbling moan that was so loud, she shot him a wary look. “What does that mean? Have you found something?”

“Kola’s not sure.”

“Cola’s the bear?” She remembered a string of ridiculously cute Christmas commercials. “As in Coca-Cola?”

“Right, but with a K. He was a cub when I got him,” Mark said absently. “Have you got something with your grandfather’s scent, maybe a shirt that hasn’t been washed? We can use that to track him.”

“I’ll be right back.” Kate raced across the yard, up the wooden porch steps and through the front door Eli never locked. She took the narrow stairs three at a time to lope down the hall to his bedroom and its en suite bathroom. Diving headfirst into the white wicker clothes hamper, she pulled out the shirt Eli had worn the night before, still dusty with pastels from the portrait of Grandma he’d been working on. Perfect.

When Kate clattered down the porch steps a few minutes later, the bear was snuffling the lawn under the magnolia. She presented Kola with the shirt, suppressing the urge to step back when he buried his long nose in the fabric and grunted, inhaling.

“I really appreciate this. My worst fear is him disappearing and…” She broke off, unable to finish as images of yet another casket wheeled through her mind.

“I don’t blame you,” he said as the bear turned away and began to walk in a circle, head down, trying to catch Eli’s scent. “I used to see your grandparents walking around the lake all the time, hand in hand. Helen gave me a rest charm once -- said I looked like I hadn’t been sleeping.” The bear paused, nose deep in the grass. “The charm helped, too. Nice lady.”

Kate’s eyes stung. “Yes, she was.”

Mark turned to look at her, dimly visible through the manifestation. “I hope they catch the bastard who did it.”

“I do too, but they don’t seem to be having much luck. The detective says it was probably a drifter. Though why anybody would think an Arcanist supply shop would be worth robbing…”

With a low rumble, startlingly deep and not at all human, the bear wheeled and took off.

Kate hurried after him. “He found it?”

“Yeah. Eli came through here about an hour ago.”

Well, that was something. Now if only they could get to him before anything happened. She didn’t think she could take any more tragedy.

Kola plunged back into the woods, pushing easily through the thick undergrowth, sometimes letting part of his manifestation go insubstantial so he could pass between trees grown too close together.

Finally she realized where they were going: the outdoor spell circle. It had been on her list of places to check, but she’d decided the lake was a bigger concern. “Granddad?” Kate called as her heart began to pound with a combination of hope and dread.

“I’m here,” Eli called through the trees, his deep, rasping voice sounding perfectly fine. “Just working on a spell.”

Kate’s relief was so sharp her knees sagged, and Mark had to reach out of the manifestation to catch her elbow. “Oh, thank God!” She shot him a grateful look. “I can’t thank you enough. I was terrified.”

“Glad I could help.” The bear manifestation vanished in a shower of sparks, leaving Mark standing beside her, the thin shirt, now damp, plastered to his chest. He grinned, the expression turning his harsh good looks open and approachable. She was so relieved she gave serious thought to kissing that deliciously sexy mouth. His eyes were that striking Feral gold seen only in those with his Talent. Yet despite the smile, there was something in that vivid gaze that looked a little sad, and she wondered why.

“Kate?” her grandfather called. “You still out there, girl? I want you to check this spell.”

She shook herself out of her besotted contemplation of Mark Delaney. “Coming!” She gave her rescuer a tight smile as tension flooded her all over again. “Let’s see what he’s up to now.”

“You sound a bit dubious,” Mark observed, following her.

“Granddad’s spells can be… problematic.” She sighed. “He has Holt’s.” The disease was similar to Alzheimer’s, but because its victims were Talents, it could be as big a threat to hapless bystanders as to its sufferers. To make matters worse, patients tended to cycle in and out of altered states even more unpredictably.

They found Eli in a clearing in the woods her grandparents had used for outdoor spell work. Like many Arcanists, the couple had believed natural surroundings made it easier to use magic. They’d erected a ten-foot slate circle in the center of the space, then planted azaleas and dogwoods around it.

Moving closer, Kate saw the old man had drawn sigils around the circle’s inner circumference in green, red, and blue chalk -- intricate, swirling circles and swoops written in the language of magic.

Her grandfather stared down at his creation, frowning a little. He was a tall, lean man in jeans and a black-and-blue-checked cotton shirt, the sleeves rolled up to reveal scarred, tanned forearms. Despite his age, his curling white hair was still thick, his shoulders broad, though his aging body was more wiry than muscular now. He had a long face, a slight bump in the bridge of his nose, the blue of his eyes still vivid over a wide mouth. “Does this look right to you? I think something’s off.”

“What are you trying to do?” Kate asked warily.

“One of those trees looks like it has oak leaf blister. Wanted to kill the fungus before we lose the surrounding oaks.”

Oh, thank God, he’s lucid. Kate walked over to study the spell. He’d started teaching her sigils before she’d learned the alphabet, and she knew the way he normally wrote. He was right -- something about this one was off. She crouched to examine the circle more closely. “I think you have a sigil missing right…”

“What the fuck are you doing here?” Eli exploded to his feet, glaring savagely at Mark.

Kate’s heart sank. Oh hell, guess he’s not so lucid after all. “Granddad…”

“Are you the one? Did you kill her, you son of a bitch?” He charged Mark, one gnarled fist drawn back.

“Granddad, no!” Kate leapt to her feet and tried to catch his arm, but he jerked free. “Mark helped me find you! He had nothing to do with that!”

“Yes, he did! You stay the hell away from my granddaughter, you bastard!” He swung, his expression tight with fury. Mark swayed aside and Eli’s fist fanned the air.

Raising his spread hands, the big Feral backed away. “I’m not going to hurt anyone, and I certainly didn’t kill your wife.” He sounded amazingly calm under the circumstances, and Kate was desperately grateful. “You know me, Eli. I’m your neighbor, remember?”

“Liar!” Granddad roared, advancing on him. “You’re the one! You’re the one who did it! I’m going to kill you!” He lunged and swung, fist slamming hard into Mark’s shoulder, but the Feral didn’t so much as flinch.

Mark shot Kate a glance, hands still raised. “Look, I’d better go. I’m agitating him. I’ll see you later.” He started to turn away.

Eli took a running step forward, and Kate grabbed hold of his arm with both hands, throwing her full weight against his charge. But her grandfather was five inches taller, and even in his seventies, he outweighed her by thirty pounds. With a snarl, he whirled and punched her right in the mouth. Pain and light exploding in her face, Kate fell with a shocked yelp.

Mark whirled and took a step toward them. “Oh, fuck. Don’t hit your granddaughter!”

“No, I’d rather hit you!” Eli dove at him and started punching in furious, hammering blows that had to hurt.

Mark retreated, blocking some punches and dodging others.

With an effort, Kate scrambled to her feet. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry! He doesn’t know what he’s doing!” Eli had thoroughly rung her bells, and she swayed, eyes stinging, nose running from the pain.

Mark grabbed the old man’s wrists and held him at arms’ length, ignoring the vicious kick Eli slammed into his shin. He met Eli’s gaze, his own level. “I’m not going to hurt you, and I’m not going to hurt her,” he snapped. “But you just gave your granddaughter a bloody lip. Do you make a habit out of beating the child you love?”

“I would never hurt her!” Eli yelled.

“Look at her!” Mark’s voice boomed, reverberating with a polar bear roar.

The sound shocked her grandfather right out of his rage. Eli looked at her automatically, and his mouth fell open. “Did I do that?” Shock on his face, he pulled away. Mark let him go.

Eli touched the blood running from her lip with a hand that shook. “Oh, that’s swelling,” he moaned, pain and guilt in his voice.

Kate sighed and wiped it off. “No, it’ll be fine.”

“Do you need a ride to the ER?” Mark asked. “That was a pretty hard shot.”

“No, I’m okay.” she said wearily. The nearest hospital was in Charlotte, and the ER was never a party. “It doesn’t even hurt.” That was an out-and-out lie, but Eli had been jarred out of his altered state. Tears ran down his seamed, handsome face, and she had no desire to make him feel any worse.

Mark touched her jaw, the merest brush of warm fingers, his vivid gaze intent. “I can drive you. Head injuries are nothing to screw around with. Believe me, I’ve had them.” He gave Eli an icy look.

“You’re getting the wrong idea,” Kate said wearily. “It’s the Holt’s. Before he got sick, Granddad never hit me. Not even when I was a bratty little thirteen-year-old who could have tested the patience of a saint.”

“You were never a brat,” Eli said, sounding miserable.

Mark wasn’t giving up. “If it’s a concussion…”

“It’s not a concussion,” Kate said, and decided to change the subject. “I hope we haven’t kept you away from work.”

“That’s not a problem,” he said, making a visible effort to smile. Warm sympathy filled those golden eyes as he rested a hand on her shoulder. “Why don’t I walk you both back to the house?”

That wasn’t a bad idea, considering the way her head was aching and the helpless confusion in Eli’s eyes. “I need to erase this spell first. It’s not good to leave stuff like this running, especially when some of the sigils are off. I’ll have to come back and recast it after I check the phrasing.” She knelt, careful of her aching head, then pulled a blackboard eraser out of Eli’s pack and started cleaning the slate.

Eli sank down beside her as if no longer able to stand. His bony shoulders slumped as if the violent explosion of temper had worn him out.

Mark found another eraser in the pack and helped erase the spell. They packed Eli’s supplies back in his bag, and Mark slid it over one muscled shoulder. “You want me to carry you two back to the house?”

Eli scoffed. “You’re big, but you’re not that big.”

Mark shrugged. “I can manifest my polar bear and cocoon you in with me.”

Eli’s eyes widened. “Are you Corps? I was Corps. Vietnam.”

“Five tours in Iraq and Afghanistan. Carrying you isn’t an issue.”

“I can make it,” Kate said. “How about you, Granddad?”

“How about me what?”

“Can you walk, or do you need Mark to carry you?”

“He’s big, but he’s not that big.”

Kate sighed. “Let’s get back to the house. Mark, I’d appreciate it if you’d walk along with us.” When Eli blew past his limits like this, his strength could just suddenly give out. And she couldn’t exactly carry him herself.

Mark gave her that charming smile. “Glad to.”

* * *

Mark watched Kate bustle around the Victorian’s homey kitchen. It was a pretty space, all moss green cabinetry and copper pots hanging from the walls, the smell of cooking bacon making Kola rumble in his head in hungry anticipation.

Damn, he wished he could sink into the peace and the pleasure of getting to know a beautiful woman. Unfortunately, she was in a hell of a lot of danger, and he needed to convince her to leave before it was too damned late.

His first impulse was to tell her the truth, but that was the one thing he absolutely could not do. You never, ever broke cover. If Kate said the wrong thing to the wrong person, she could get him killed. And considering Foster had bought off the sheriff…

No, the truth was not an option. Besides, there was no guarantee Foster wasn’t having her watched -- he didn’t tell Mark everything that was going on.

He sure as hell hadn’t revealed that that psychotic fuck Jonah had targeted her grandmother. The first Mark had known about it, the old woman was dead.

“So, where are you from?” When you needed to manipulate someone in this job, you had to do it delicately. Chatting was a good way to find an opening.

“New York,” Kate said over the sound of sizzling bacon. Mark’s attention lingered on the pert curve of her butt in snug, faded jeans. She wore a thin peach cotton tank that bared a couple of tempting inches of her back as she worked and white sandals on her narrow feet. A whole lot of dark hair tumbled around her shoulders in thick curls. “I flew back after I heard about Grand…” She broke off and concentrated on the bacon, pain tightening her spine.

Despite the note of grief, he liked her voice. It was rich and low, and as thoroughly sensual as the rest of her. There was no magic to it -- she wasn’t a Bard. Since she had her back to him, he closed his eyes to check her power.

Well, shit. It was as bad as he’d feared. The woman blazed against the darkness behind his closed lids. She could almost have been a Feral, she was so damned bright. That’s a hell of a lot of Arcanist Talent. No wonder Foster’s interested. Either she’d get inextricably entangled in the bastard’s schemes, or she’d end up dead. The gang leader would kill her if she didn’t do what he wanted, and the feds would kill her if she did.

I absolutely do not need this. He was already walking a tightrope over a pit of gators as it was.

“I always told you nothing good comes of living in a city,” Eli told Kate as he crossed to the coffeemaker and poured himself a mug. “Helen and I lived in cities for a while -- used to travel around doing magic for those corporate weasels. Not a job for anyone with either morals or dignity. We were glad to get out. You’ve got too much ethics to put up with amoral jerks.”

“Arc jobs aren’t exactly thick on the ground in Wolf Springs, Granddad,” Kate pointed out. “Grandma was barely able to keep the shop…” She broke off a little too late.

Eli’s face darkened with anger. “It was one of those bastard Lloyd brothers,” he snarled. “Or their thugs.” He dumped sugar and cream into his coffee and stirred, the spoon rattling angrily.

Not by so much as twitch of an eyebrow did Mark react. Hiding his emotions had been a key survival skill since he was a child, and his work had honed his abilities even more. Which was part of the reason he’d survived so long. That and Kola.

“The sheriff checked them out, Granddad,” Kate said with the patience of a woman who’d repeated the same thing countless times before. “They’re convinced it was a drifter.”

The old man snorted. “That’s because they’re idiots.”

Kate made no answer as she plated the eggs. Mark recognized the silence of a woman trying to keep the peace. He’d seen his mother do it often enough.

Seeing an opportunity, Mark rose and joined her at the stove, lowering his voice. “What if he’s right? I haven’t been here that long, but…”

She glanced up, and the sunlight edged her dark hair with gold. This close, those huge dark blue eyes shimmered in the light, thin threads of sky-blue raying through them. There was a delicacy to her oval face, her nose a touch long above the full, soft mouth that balanced those incredible eyes.

“…never met them,” she was saying, “but I heard the Lloyds are Arcane Corps -- one of them has a lion Familiar and the other’s got a bear. Something like that. Wouldn’t the military screen out anyone vicious enough to murder an old woman?”

You’d be surprised what they’ll do when there’s a war on. “The Corps tries to select the best candidates they can, but once your Familiar dies, things can change. An animal spirit has powerful emotions and instincts -- especially big predators like cats and bears. Once you meld with your beast fully, it can be tough to control.” Just ask Mom.

Picking up the platter of eggs, she lifted a brow at him. “Tough enough to make you commit murder?”

Depends on how murderous you are to begin with. And the Lloyds are pretty damn murderous, given how much money is involved. He opened his mouth to drop a couple of warning hints, but Eli interrupted.

The old man’s movements were jerky as he waved his cup, ignoring the way the coffee splashed on the floor. “I saw them again last night, Kate.”

Hell, was Jonah watching the house again? “Saw who?”

Eli’s gaze flicked from side to side, furtive over his coffee. “The aliens. That UFO hovered right over the house. I keep telling you, they’re watching us. They’re watching me.”

Suddenly Kate’s refusal to believe Eli about the Lloyds made a lot more sense.

Kate turned to Eli, her lips tightening before she gave him a forced smile. “I think you’ve had enough caffeine, Granddad.”

He ignored her. “Maybe it was them that killed Helen.” He stomped over to the kitchen table and dropped into a chair. His gaze fell on Mark and his eyebrows lowered. “Who the hell are you?”

“That’s our neighbor, Mark.” Kate carried two plates piled with eggs and bacon to the table and began to serve him. “Eat your breakfast before it gets cold.”

He looked down at the plate. “I guess I am hungry.”

A cell phone chimed a tinkling ring tone from the kitchen counter. Kate blew out a breath, looking a little relieved. “Time for your potion.” To Mark, she added, “He’s more likely to spiral when it starts wearing off.” She walked to the refrigerator and pulled it open, then knelt. A small metal fire safe sat on the lower shelf. She punched buttons on its keypad, opened its door, and pulled out a small potion bottle she put on the counter. Getting a drinking glass out of a cupboard, she filled it from a jug of orange juice, then used the potion’s eyedropper cap to count three shimmering drops into the orange juice.

“Here you go, Granddad.” She walked over and handed it to him. Sudden tension in her shoulders suggested that sometimes this didn’t go well.

But Eli downed the juice in one long swallow, and she relaxed as he went back to eating.

Turning to Mark, she gave him a smile that looked a little forced. “How do you like your eggs?”

“Scrambled’s fine.”

As he looked up at her standing so close, his head seemed to fill with her intoxicating scent, a hint of spice and femininity, even as her magical aura surged against his own like the touch of silk and fur. Nnnrrroooow, Kola rumbled in his mind. A sudden wave of heat surged through his blood. He shifted his feet and cleared his throat. Tried to remember what they’d been talking about. “You planning to move here, then?”

Kate sat down to serve herself from the platters. “I think I’m going to have to.” Her gaze slid to her grandfather. “I want to spend as much time with him as I can.”

Mark decided to risk a little more delicate prodding. “Are you sure? We’re out in the middle of nowhere. Maybe a doctor in New York…”

“He’s got a neurologist in Charlotte,” she interrupted. “She seems to know her stuff.”

Mark gave her a warm, easy smile. “That’s terrific.” He applied himself to his breakfast, letting the topic cool a little. Finally he judged he could safely give it another shot from another angle. “How are you settling in? The Wolf Springs community can be a little…”

“… Standoffish,” she finished for him. “I was here every summer when I was a kid. Lots of Talents in town, and there was this Bard at the church who was amazing.” Then she frowned. “But it’s different now. Everybody’s wary. Closed off.”

Trying not to get killed. “I’ve noticed that too.” There were only about four thousand people in Wolf Springs, most of whom had lived here for generations. Farmers, for the most part, with enough Talent families that the locals were pretty tolerant when it came to magic. But they also weren’t stupid, and it hadn’t taken them long to realize what kind of people had moved into the old Bradshaw place.

“Yeah, it’s weird. I could understand it if I was a Norm -- there don’t seem to be any Humanists in town -- but they all know I’m a Talent.”

Anybody with power who looked at her with their eyes closed knew she was a Talent. “So you were raised here?”

“During the summers, anyway. I grew up in Atlanta the rest of the time. My parents were in corporate magic, handling magical security for Coke.” Kate paused for a long moment, her expression going grim. He realized why when she said, “I went to Isabel Baxter.”

Mark lifted his head sharply, a chill rolling over him as he did the math. She’d have been at the private Talent school in 2010. “Were you there when…?” He broke off at the pain that flooded her eyes and filled the air with the salty tang of grief.

“I was standing backstage waiting for my cue.” She smiled, but her eyes held razored pain. “I was going to conjure a dancing unicorn. I’d worked on that light spell for weeks. I thought the noise was a firecracker spell until the screaming started. Mrs. Danner, the drama teacher, started herding us out through the backstage hallway. I tried to run back to check on Mom and Dad, but she grabbed me. Said they’d be better off if they didn’t have to worry about me too.”

“God, Kate, that’s…” Mark shook his head. Twenty-two adults and five kids had died when the Humanist shooter had barged into the school auditorium and opened fire. “I’m so sorry.”

Now Jonah had murdered her grandmother. Son of a bitch.

“We all hid in a closet in one of the classrooms until the cops came and told us to come out. When I asked where my folks were, a detective said they were probably safe.” Her lips trembled. “But they weren’t.” She seemed to shrink in on herself.

“Baby, it wasn’t your fault.” For once, Eli didn’t sound like a crazy old man. His meds must have kicked in. “There was nothing you could have done.”

“That’s what they kept saying.” From the flat tone in her voice, she obviously didn’t believe it.

“Kate, all you’d have done is get shot.” Mark reached out and laid a hand over hers. She froze, looking down at it.

He was thinking he’d overstepped when she glanced up, met his gaze and tried to smile. The blue of her eyes had gone dark as her pupils expanded with pain. “I know that. Logically, I know that. But…” She shrugged and looked away.

But she didn’t take her hand from his. He tightened his hold, stroked his thumb over the satin skin. Ached as the scent of grief filled the air like smoke.

Eli sipped his coffee, gaze distant and brooding. “Good thing Sutton killed himself so you didn’t have to endure years of trials and appeals.”

Mark had been in Afghanistan at the time, but he’d seen news stories about it. Ray Dean Sutton’s rambling manifesto insisted all Talents were in league with Osama bin Laden and the devil, and they all deserved to die. Sutton had wanted to ignite a race war that would kill every single person with magical abilities. It was the same bullshit Mark had been hearing for years.

Foster periodically spewed the reverse version. He hated Norms every bit as much as Humanists hated Talents. And he, too, wanted a war, believing Norms needed to be taught not to fuck with those with magical abilities. Hell, Foster even claimed that was the reason he’d gone into the drug business. Booster could heighten even minor abilities, giving Talents the weapons they needed to defend themselves.

Of course, the potion also caused paranoia and strokes, but Foster never let reality get in the way of a good rationalization. Nor did he care that people like him were the reason the Humanist movement had gained traction. If the Fosters of the world hadn’t run around terrorizing people, the public would have been far more sympathetic.

Mark’s need to prove that not all Talents were criminals was the reason he’d gone undercover to begin with. But risking his own life was one thing. Risking Kate’s and Eli’s was another.

He wanted to tell her the truth so bad his jaw ached from clenching his teeth. Unfortunately, his FBI handler had warned him to tell absolutely no one.

Mark was seriously tempted to ignore the order, but Foster could well be having her watched. Probably by Jonah, the bastard. Who, thanks to his Familiar, had hearing that would have put a bat’s to shame. If Mark spilled the beans and Jonah heard him, nobody would walk out of this house alive.

So no, Mark couldn’t tell her. But he still had to do something. She’s suffered more than enough. She doesn’t need to become collateral damage in Foster’s schemes.

He was still trying to think of some way to warn her off when Eli yawned hugely. “I’m bushed. Think I’ll go take a nap. That potion always knocks me for a loop.”

Kate smiled at him. “Sleep well.” She watched him go, and for moment, there was an expression of such sadness on her face that Mark’s heart ached. I’ve got to figure out a way to keep her out of this.


Chapter Two

 

A door closed somewhere upstairs. A few minutes later, Kola’s keen bear hearing detected Eli’s low groan and the creak of bedsprings.

Kate sagged. “What the hell am I going to do?” she murmured, as if to herself. “I can’t stay awake 24/7. If he wanders off while I’m asleep…”

Pity stung Mark, but he knew an opportunity when he saw one. “He might do better in a facility in New York. I think I heard something about a place that specializes in Holt’s up there.”

“Yeah, Holt’s House. I’ve been looking at that one. I hate the idea, but he’s so much bigger than I am. There are times I can’t physically control him. And if it gets worse…”

“I’ve fought men half his age who didn’t hit half that hard.” It was nothing more than the truth.

“The tragic thing is that when he starts tracking again, he’s always so horrified.” Kate sighed and raked her hands through her long mane. “I try not to tell him, because he isn’t responsible. A circuit in his brain just shorts out.”

Mark leaned in, and she looked up at him automatically. “Kate, one of these days he’s going to hurt you. Badly. Do you want him to have to deal with that guilt when he does come out of it? Wouldn’t he be the first one to tell you he needs to go somewhere you’ll both be safe?”

“He has told me that,” she said, her tone grim. “But it isn’t that cut and dried. Dr. Bright told me that moving Holt’s sufferers to a new environment can make them slide faster. I’ve already seen that. When Grandma died, Granddad skidded right off the rails. I don’t want to give him another big shock this soon.”

“But what happens if he walks out in front of a car?” That was dirty pool, and Mark knew it. Still, she had to get the hell away before Foster got a good look at her full power. The bastard would do whatever it took to secure her cooperation.

And Eli would make the perfect leverage.

She sighed. “I just want a little more time with him. He’s all I’ve got left.”

“God, I’m sorry.” Mark reached out and laid a hand over hers. It felt so small and fragile under his palm that his heart ached. It ached even more when she looked up, her blue gaze meeting his, wide and weary and longing. As if when she looked at him, she saw something she needed. Wanted.

Suddenly he wanted to be whatever she needed. Her protector. Her lover. Too bad he was up to his eyebrows in the very mess that threatened her life.

He pulled his hand away and pulled the phone out of his back pocket. “What’s your number? I’ll text you my info in case you need me. Call anytime, especially if you think he’s getting aggressive. Or if he vanishes again.”

Kate gave him a look so grateful, he felt even more guilty. “I’d appreciate that. I want to tell you it’s not necessary, but I’m afraid it is.” She rattled off digits, and he texted her his contact info. Or at least, the ones he was using for this job.

As she saved it, she asked, “Would you like to come to dinner later?” She looked up and gave him a smile so luminous, he felt that kick of hot attraction again. “I feel like it’s the least I could do.”

“You just cooked me breakfast.”

She shrugged. “I was cooking anyway, just like I’ll be cooking tonight.”

Mark desperately wanted to agree. But if Foster had an op planned, he had to be there. “I’ve got work.”

Disappointment flickered in her eyes and soured her sweet scent. “Ah. Okay. Anyway, thanks for your help.”

“It was my pleasure. Eli’s a great guy.” She’s lonely, Mark realized with a pang. If they’d met under different circumstances, he’d ask her out. And not for a pity date, either.

But this wasn’t the time.

The main thing now was to keep Kate off Foster’s radar. She’d spit in Foster’s face if he threatened her, but if he went after Eli… She’d commit felony magic to save her grandfather.

Even if it meant risking the death penalty.

They said their goodbyes, and Mark strode across the yard in the direction of the house he was renting on the opposite side of the lake. In his pocket, his cell trilled the ringtone he’d assigned to Foster. Suppressing his instinctive scowl -- that kind of thing could show up in your voice -- Mark held the phone to his ear. He never spoke on speaker. “Yeah.”

“Now that you’re done with playtime at the neighbor’s, get to the compound.” Foster hung up.

Just like a man who had nothing whatsoever to worry about, Mark slid the phone back into its belt clip and headed home to change and get his Harley. Kola’s nose told him he still smelled like lake water from putting on his jeans over wet swim trunks.

The rental was a two-bedroom brick ranch that came furnished with thrift store furniture -- a couch, a recliner, a queen-size bed, and a minuscule kitchen. Not that he much cared, since he went there only to sleep. The house’s main attraction was what it lacked: Jonah Lloyd, who hated his guts and had become a raging pain in his ass. They’d butted heads so constantly, Foster had finally told him to move out of the compound. “I don’t want you two killing each other.”

Which was ironic, since Jonah was the whole reason he had this job to begin with.

Mark really should have listened when he was warned what a nightmare this gig was going to be. For one thing, he didn’t usually get assignments directly from the CEO of Robertson & Carter Arcane Services.

“Got a new job for you,” Nate Carter had told him over the phone. “I’d like you to come to my office to discuss it. Client’s flying in to meet with us at three this afternoon.”

Mark suppressed a sigh. “Whose body am I guarding now?”

Carter laughed. “That’s what you get for being so damned good at it. God knows you kept my wife alive when half the bigots in North America wanted her dead.”

“Good times,” Mark said, deadpan. It had been nerve-wracking as hell foiling Human Heritage’s three different attempts to make an example out of Raven Garland for the crime of being a Bard. The only positive aspect of the whole year had been getting to know Nate and Raven, who was as far from the popular image of a spoiled rock diva as it was possible to get.

“Unfortunately, this is not a bodyguard job,” Carter said. “Though it may give you a new appreciation for being bored out of your mind.”

Mark’s brows lifted. “Nate, you’re not giving me a good feeling about this.”

“Mostly because I don’t have a good feeling about this. I also want to make it clear that if this guy tells you something you don’t like, you don’t have to take the gig. Raven would have my head if I got her favorite Feral killed.”

“Second favorite. Her favorite’s Dave Frost.” Who’d been her teammate on Arcane Island.

But instead of laughing as he’d intended, Carter said, “I’m serious, Mark. You’ll get hazard pay for this one.”

“Who the hell’s the client -- the President? Because I’ve worked for him before.” Ten years killing Caliphate sorcerers in the Arcane Corps, in fact.

“Close. The FBI.”

Mark frowned. RCAS had done a lot of jobs for the FBI, but it was usually Arcanists consulting on terrorism cases. “The FBI has their own Ferals.”

“Yeah, but this isn’t a job anyone with a badge can work. Look, just come talk to the guy. If you don’t like the way he smells, turn it down. We’ll find somebody else.”

Mark realized why Nate was less than enthusiastic soon after walking into the CEO’s elegant LA office.

Edward Saunders was the Special Agent in charge of the Bureau’s Charlotte field office. He drove the point home with an expensive navy blue suit, a white dress shirt, and a red tie, complete with American flag tie clasp. Tall and pushing sixty, he had thick silver hair and the kind of seamed, handsome looks usually described as distinguished. His expensive cologne didn’t quite cover the faintly acrid scent of dislike and fear Mark associated with Humanists. Not outright hate, but he wasn’t exactly enthusiastic either. Still, Saunders rose to shake Mark’s hand wearing a politician’s smile that probably would have fooled someone without Kola’s nose.

The other agent had the lean, athletic build of former military who hadn’t let yet let too many doughnuts creep into his diet. Special Agent Jim Thompson’s blue eyes were sharp and probing in a lean, slightly homely face. He didn’t smell of bigot, though there was an edge of wariness Mark was used to in anyone who knew he was a polar bear Feral.

After all the social niceties were observed, Mark sank into a chair. “What’s this about?”

It was Nate who answered. He was a big man, still handsome and powerfully built, with the fluid grace of a Primo for whom movement was a way to work magic. “They want to hire you to go undercover with a drug trafficking ring. Leaders are ex-Corps Ferals -- one’s got a grizzly Familiar, the other’s a lion.”

Mark frowned. “Isn’t that more the DEA’s kind of thing than the FBI’s?”

“Normally, but this one’s also a national security matter,” Saunders said. “The gang is distributing an illegal Talent amplification drug.”

“Overdrive?” Which was the latest scourge of the Talent population.

“No, it’s called Boost. More addictive than Overdrive and potent as hell.”

Mark sat back in his chair as the pieces began to snap together. “But you can’t send in a Feral agent because Arcane Corps vets gossip like church ladies. We all know who’s law enforcement, and these guys would kill yours on sight.”

Thompson gave him a bright, friendly grin. “Carter said you were quick.”

“It’s a shock, I know,” Mark said dryly. He flicked a look at Nate. “But since I spent a year guarding Raven, everybody in the vet community also knows I work for RCAS. I’m not exactly going to be able to pose as a gangbanger.”

“Which is why I’m going to have to fire you,” Nate said. “While my other Feral employees tell everybody I found out you’re dirty.”

Mark stared at him. Suddenly this shit wasn’t amusing anymore. He’d spent years being suspected of being a crook thanks to his father’s bullshit. He’d had to work his ass off building a better reputation. To have that trashed…

Nate knew what he was thinking. “Of course, you’ll be reinstated once this is over.”

“My reputation will still be in the shitter. Who’s going to hire me if everyone thinks I’m a crook?”

“That’s not going to be a problem,” Saunders said. “For one thing, you’ll be testifying at the gang’s trials, and the Bureau will ensure your heroic work is recognized. The publicity is going to put you in higher demand than you are now.”

Mark inhaled, sampling his scent. He didn’t like the deception he found. There was a lot Saunders wasn’t saying. “Just who are these Ferals?”

“Foster and Jonah Lloyd,” Thompson said.

“Oh, fuck, those guys?”

“I gather you’ve heard of them,” Nate said dryly.

“I’ve heard they should have been prosecuted for war crimes,” Mark growled. “I don’t know the Lloyds personally -- never served with them, thank God. But the consensus is Jonah’s a fucking lunatic barely in control of his cat, and Foster’s a sociopath who wiped out an entire Afghan village, including women and children. One of the village Arcanists retaliated with a boobytrap spell and killed both the Lloyds’s Familiars. The only reason Foster wasn’t prosecuted is the Helms administration didn’t want the case to set the Middle East on fire. It would have done wonders for Caliphate recruitment.”

“Well, right now they’re killing innocent Americans,” Thompson said. “The Lloyds have been in a gang war with the Witch Hunters for the past year. A six-year-old kid was shot in the crossfire last week. We need to put a stop to it before the body count goes any higher.”

Mark had heard of the Witch Hunters -- they were a Humanist motorcycle gang who dealt phony OxyContin pills laced with Fentanyl. Not only did they kill Talents for fun, they were probably responsible for a third of the overdose deaths in the southeast. In any war between the Witch Hunters and the Lloyds, the losers would be any and all innocent bystanders.

“Do we really want to set someone guilty of war crimes loose on the American public?” Thompson asked, reading Mark like a book. Perceptive bastard.

“Not to mention the disruption Boost-addicted Talents could cause,” Saunders added. “We got hold of a sample of this stuff. According to the Bureau’s alchemists, one dose of Boost would more than double whatever magical abilities a Talent already has for at least four hours.” A fresh spurt of fear in his scent revealed just how nervous that thought made him. “What’s more, whoever is making this stuff isn’t the usual criminal third-string alchemist. The potion uses high-quality pharmaceutical-grade magical herbs and chemicals. Our guys believe it was created by a highly skilled corporate alchemist with the connections it would take to get that stuff. We want this guy, and we want him bad. We want you to join the gang and find out who he is.”

The really galling thing was that bigot or not, Saunders was right. There were Talents who could do a lot of damage with that kind of power boost, ranging from Bards running grifts on old people to Arcanists committing murder for hire. “Okay. But why does Foster want to hire another Feral? Seems like two would be plenty.”

“Apparently little brother has gone increasingly off the rails,” Thompson said. “Foster’s put out feelers in the vet community. Seems he wants someone on the payroll to help him put a leash on Jonah if he becomes a real problem. Which is where you’d come in.”

“And while you’re at it,” Carter put in, “the FBI wants you to wear a wire.”

“Oh, hell no. The Lloyds would smell it on me and kill my ass the minute I walked in the door.”

“Not a literal wire,” Saunders said impatiently. “This ain’t 1974. Foster distributes encrypted cell phones to all his employees that allow him to track them and maintain communications. When he gives you your phone, you’ll download a patch we’ll send you.”

“It’ll install three apps,” Thompson explained. “One will record the gang’s comms. One’s a messaging app that will allow me to communicate with you without being detected -- I’ll be your handler. The third will record and stream audio to the FBI cloud server. None of the apps will be detectable to Foster or any techies he hires.”

Mark frowned. That was marginally reassuring, but not by much. If something went wrong, he could wind up dead.

“We’ll be monitoring the stream 24/7 so if you need help, we’ll be able to move in,” Thompson said.

“So will you do it or not?” Saunders demanded.

“Not so fast,” Mark replied, his mind working. “I’m going to need a little bit more information first.”

But in the end, he’d had no real choice. He couldn’t let the Lloyds get away with their bullshit.

In the two months since Mark had taken the job, he’d regretted the decision more than once. But never more than right now, with Kate and Eli in the crosshairs.

* * *

Showered and dressed in black jeans and a Henley, Mark pulled out the encrypted phone Foster had given him.

He opened the calculator app to add 1978, 688, and 30, then hit the equal sign and got 911. Which was not the actual total, of course, but a signal that the hidden FBI Wire app was now streaming audio to the Charlotte field office. The glorious part was Foster would have no way of knowing the app existed, even if he killed Mark and got his hands on the phone. It would take a computer geek with more skill than Foster could command to find any of the phone’s Fed bells and whistles.

He tucked the phone into the clip on his belt with the app still open. If Foster was planning to ambush him, it would provide with a handy recording of his murder, attempted or otherwise.

RRrrrrrrrrrrooooooofl, grrronnnn, Kola growled, making the air vibrate with his fury.

“You bet your ass. They can goddamn arrest whoever’s left.”

Mark put on his helmet and leather jacket, then stalked down the brick porch steps to the black FXSTB Night Train parked next to his Acura. He pulled out his key ring, unlocked the bike’s fork -- he’d lived in LA too long to leave it unlocked, no matter what the locals did -- and swung a leg across the seat. The Harley started with a throaty roar that reminded him of Kola, and he headed for the compound.

How the hell had Foster known he was with Kate? Who was he having watched, Kate or Mark? Had Jonah been outside the house? Good thing I didn’t try to come clean. Even so, Jonah’s lion hearing might have picked up Mark’s delicate attempts to persuade Kate to leave town. Which would make Foster suspicious as hell. Dumbass, Mark thought in disgust. If I get killed, it will be my own damn fault.

But he knew better than to think like that. Working undercover required the utter confidence that you could hoodwink the assholes you were dealing with. Like Wile E. Coyote running off a cliff, you only fell if you looked down.

That was especially true if you were dealing with a Feral’s nose. If Foster picked up the faintest whiff of anxiety, his suspicions would be aroused. And in the long run, that could prove fatal.

Fortunately, Mark had been raised by an asshole even more paranoid and violent than Foster. He’d learned to control his body and emotions so thoroughly, his real feelings didn’t even show up in his scent. Getting your butt kicked by Daddy every time he didn’t like what he smelled was one hell of a feedback mechanism.

Rrrooooowwwww, Nnnnnrrrrr grrrrrrrnph, Kola suggested.

I’d love to, but I think the FBI would be pissed. The idea is to put the Lloyds in jail, not us.

MMmrrrrrooww nroff.

Yeah, we probably could take out Ripper -- Jonah’s a fucking moron. But Foster isn’t, and Rommel…

Oooooooorrrrrwwwwww, Kola admitted.

Foster’s grizzly didn’t have his sheer size -- polar bears were the biggest land predator on the planet -- but Rommel was strong as hell, and he had curved, four-inch claws. Kola’s were straight and a bit shorter, evolved for traction on polar ice. And if Rommel and Ripper went after them together…

Well.

For the next fifteen minutes as he drove the bike down the narrow rural road, he devoted all his attention to his breathing -- in for a count of four, hold it, out for a count of eight, hold it. Banishing all emotion, especially anxiety and fear. It was a survival strategy he’d invented at age ten.

By the time he rode up to the steel gate in the compound’s thick brick wall, his mind was as cold and still as a mountain lake. Even Kola was silent, as if waiting by a gap in the ice for a seal to surface.

Mark didn’t let himself feel relief when he saw the guard sitting relaxed in his guardhouse. If they’d been suspicious, Grayson would have had an AR-15 -- and a dozen heavily armed buddies. Along with Foster and Jonah, both fully manifested.

“Hey, Mark,” Grayson said.

“Hey, Chuck. How’s your mom?”

Grayson grimaced. “Halfway through her radiation treatment.” He hit a button on his control panel, and the double gates swung open.

Glad I don’t have to kill her son, Mark thought, and drove through.

The wide, paved drive led to a huge 4,000-square-foot brick mansion in the Craftsman style, with multiple gables over arched windows, thick timber columns and accents, and stone siding halfway up the house’s exterior. There were also a couple of detached cottages on the grounds. Everybody referred to it as the Bradshaw house -- the Bradshaws being a family of wealthy Talents who’d founded Wolf Springs before the Civil War. Mark had no idea how the place had fallen into Foster’s hands. He wouldn’t have been surprised if extortion had been involved.

As he drove around back to the gravel parking lot, it occurred to Mark that Foster would probably mount an ambush where he’d least expect it. If he were Foster, he’d do it the Op Room while they were talking. Somebody would walk in with an AR-15 and blow Mark’s head off before he could manifest.

Kola rumbled in unhappy agreement, not liking the odds either. Mark clamped down on his emotions and sunk them beneath the ice again.

He parked among the other bikes and assorted beaters that belonged to Foster’s gang, then locked the FXSTB up. Sauntering up the stairs to the house’s back deck, Mark nodded at a quartet of men playing poker and drinking beer.

At his approach, Jonah looked up from his cards, his yellow gaze poisonous. For a heartbeat, a ghostly gold mane shimmered around his head. Ripper making his opinion known.

Jonah was a broad, beefy bastard, built like a tank, with a thick brown beard, hair cropped almost to his skull on the sides and long enough to comb straight back on the top. His Feral gold eyes were narrow and hooded, with a vicious, sullen glint. He was wearing desert camo-style pants and a tank that displayed the tatts that crawled over his massive chest, down his arms and up his thick bull neck. Lots of lions and flaming skulls, most of them done by tattooists of indifferent skill.

As their eyes met, Ripper made the air vibrate with a deep, threatening growl.

Kola rumbled right back. Mark stared into the other man’s eyes, breaking the stare a heartbeat before their Familiars would have had to act on the aggression. He turned to the wiry Black man sitting on Jonah’s right. “How’s Mariquette?”

Jefferies managed a grin, though his gaze flickered uneasily to Jonah’s profile. “Huge. Due any day now.”

“Yeah? Terrific. Tell her I said hi.” Mark smiled easily, turned his back on Jonah’s glower, and strode out.

“Cocksucker,” Jonah muttered.

“RRrrrrrrrrrrroooooolllffffff,” Kola growled. Bear for Same to you.

Mark walked into the house, the muscles in his back loosening. That bunch would have been a lot more anxious if they’d known they’d be fighting him and Kola. And Jonah wouldn’t have been able to resist charging him.

Foster didn’t know shit.

He strolled through the double doors into the house’s dining room. The house had an open-plan layout, and the kitchen flowed into the great room Foster used for Ops. He paused automatically, making sure he knew where everyone was. Looking for changes that might indicate something he needed to keep an eye on.

Straight ahead was the security station. Tony Sanders was a massive bruiser with full-sleeve tattoos and enough blond body hair to be a grizzly himself. He sat watching a bank of flat screens that monitored the dozen or so cameras mounted on the walls and grounds.

On the right, metal tables held a forest of laboratory glassware and boxes of chemicals, herbs, assorted glowing potions, and a pill press. All waiting for the next visit of Foster’s mysterious alchemist. Mark had been delicately trying to find out who the hell it was without success. The alc was rumored to be a woman, but everyone was closed-mouthed as hell about her identity. All he knew was that she put in periodic appearances to cook half a million worth of Booster, which the gang would then distribute to various dealers whose Talent customers had drug habits.

At the other end of the room, Foster lounged behind a massive oak desk, his attention on a laptop, his tattooed fingers pounding the keys with impressive speed.

Like his brother, he was tall -- an inch or so taller than Mark, in fact. Unlike Jonah, Foster was lean, more like a quarterback than an offensive lineman, his black hair cropped to ruthless stubble that made his long, starkly carved face look just short of gaunt. His dark beard was neatly trimmed, and his tan made his golden eyes look even more stark and vivid. Like his brother, he was fully tatted out, but most of his had been done by a skilled Arcanist. The magic made them seem to move, crawling slowly over his skin.

Today the tats were covered, though. He was dressed in slacks and a long-sleeved black shirt, more like a businessman than a drug dealer. Somehow, he made the normie clothes look as menacing as the leathers he wore on drive-bys.

Mark inhaled, testing the man’s scent. Foster didn’t smell of anger, which meant he didn’t know. He’d never seen any indication that the gang lord knew how to control his scent.

“Hi, Mark,” Zoe Maddox purred. She sat on one corner of the huge oak desk, her short skirt riding up to reveal impressive legs accented by crimson fuck-me stilettos. She gave Mark her best seductive pout, her blue eyes hooded, her hair a waterfall of gold around her shoulders, red blouse unbuttoned to reveal cleavage mounded like twin scoops of vanilla ice cream. Trying her best to be distracting.

She’d fallen a long way since competing in that clusterfuck of a reality show. So very far, she’d had to return to Wolf Springs, which was apparently her hometown. She’d promptly latched onto Foster as a route to rebuilding her fortunes. It was more likely to kill her.

“So how’d it go with the Arc?” Foster asked, looking up from his laptop at last. He subjected Mark to a very thorough study, nostrils flaring. Testing his scent.

Now was the time for emotion. Mark let his anger surface in a cold stare directed at Zoe.

It had to have been her watching Eli’s house. Her hearing was no better than the average human’s, so she wouldn’t have been able to hear what they’d said. If it had been Jonah, Foster would have been furious.

Confronting her wouldn’t look suspicious -- the man Foster thought Mark was would have been pissed on general principles. “You spying on me now?”

A spasm of fear crossed the Bard’s face, but she smiled a split second later. “Oh, no -- I was watching Kate.” She turned her big blue eyes on Foster, all innocence. The gang leader’s lids dipped as if he checked her aura for magic use, but the Bard knew better than to use her voice on him.

Mark kept his attention on her. “Didn’t Foster tell you to stay away from that house?”

“I was just keeping an eye on her.” Zoe smiled at Foster, despite the anxiety that soured her scent. Bullshitting bears was harder than she thought. “I really do think I can get her to cooperate, Foss. I doubt her willpower’s as strong as her grandmother’s. I’ll bet if I take a little Booster, I can overwhelm her. She’d have those spells upgraded in an afternoon.”

“It’s not just the compound wards I want rebuilt,” Foster told her impatiently. “I’m going to need some new boobytraps. Getting blown to hell would teach those Witch Hunter assholes not to target my fucking Arcanist.”

The rival gang had gunned Ken Reardon down in his own driveway just six weeks ago. Lousy Arc -- his power hadn’t been a fraction of Kate’s -- but he’d been the best Foster could afford.

Now the wards Reardon had erected around the compound were beginning to degrade. Without them, the gang would be vulnerable to police raids, and worse, Witch Hunter drive-bys. Foster had at most another two weeks before the spell collapsed completely.

“Be simpler to take the gang out with explosives,” Mark pointed out. “I’m good with demolitions.” It was a tricky offer to make because it was possible Foster would take him up on it. Mark didn’t think that very likely.

“Yeah, it would be simpler. But using magic is more…” Foster paused, considering. “Poetic,” he finished, confirming Mark’s analysis of the way his mind worked. “How much power does this Kate have?”

Mark’s instinct was to lie, but he knew better. “A lot.” Foster would know that much if he’d ever gotten a look at her. “She said she was in corporate magic.” Which made her damn powerful all by itself. Corporations hired only most powerful Arcanists -- and paid them damn well.

“She is,” Foster said. “I had her checked when she came to town for the funeral. Wish I could hire her, but we don’t have the liquidity just now.” His yellow eyes narrowed and took on the glow of his bear. “What were you doing over there today?”

“She was looking for her granddad,” Mark explained with a shrug. He didn’t lie to Foster unless he had absolutely no choice. It was too easy to be caught. “I manifested and helped her look. Followed his trail.”

Foster lifted a dark brow at him, amusement flooding his scent. “That was public-spirited of you. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

“Figured it couldn’t hurt to make friends. Especially since you mentioned wanting an Arc.”

“I’m glad you feel that way,” Foster said, leaning back in his leather executive chair and crossing one booted ankle over the opposite knee. He laced his big hands over his flat stomach. “I think you need to make friends with the neighbors. Good friends.”

Mark, his emotions locked in ice, didn’t even blink. In his mind, Kola rumbled happily. Smart as the bear was, he didn’t grasp the implications. “You want me to romance her?”

“Could work,” Foster said with a shrug.

“Foss, I can get her to cooperate,” Zoe said earnestly. “If you’ll just give me an opportunity…”

“You had your opportunity with her grandmother, and you fucked it up,” Foster said so coldly she shut her mouth. “However, I’ll let you go along when Mark brings her to see the spells. Just in case he needs a little magical help.” He dropped his foot to the floor, leaned forward and braced his elbows on the desk as he met Mark’s gaze. “Spend some time with her. Try to get her to fall for you.” His lips twitched in a reptilian smile. “Shouldn’t be too hard. You’re good with women.” His gaze flicked toward Zoe, who twitched uneasily. She’d made a play for Mark at one point, but he’d shut her down hard.

When Foster had confronted her about that, she claimed she’d been trying to discover if Mark was loyal. Foster pretended to go along with it, though the scent of the lie was so acrid with anxiety, Mark knew he hadn’t bought it.

Zoe was damned lucky she was a Bard and Foster thought she could be useful. So was Mark, because he would have had to save her even if it meant blowing up the op. He’d hate to have to do that for Zoe fucking Maddox, manipulative bitch that she was.

“I’m not going to be able to get her to break Federal law with a one-night stand,” Mark pointed out.

Foster’s gaze slid back to Mark’s. “Then spend a bit more time. It would be even better if you could get her infatuated with you.” His eyes gleamed. “I’d love to have her on the team.”

Even on just a couple of hours acquaintance, Mark knew hell would freeze over before Kate voluntarily cooperated with a drug dealer. He shrugged easily. “I can probably get her to look at the spells, but I don’t know, boss. She’s going to know what they do.”

“No shit. If she’s pouring magic into them, she’d have to,” Zoe muttered sullenly.

“I think you’re up to the challenge,” Foster told him, grinning lasciviously. “Consider it a vacation. We’ve got a good two weeks before the wards collapse. Should be plenty of time.”

“You sure you won’t need me?” His FBI handler wasn’t going to like him being away from the compound that long when he could be finding out who the alchemist was.

Foster shrugged. “If there’s a real problem, I’ll call you. In the meantime, work on the Arc. I want you spending every minute with her.”

“What if he screws it up?” Zoe asked, glowering. “Maybe he’s not the Casanova you think he is.”

“I don’t blow assignments,” Mark said, injecting menace into his voice. The man he was pretending to be wouldn’t let an insult like that stand. If Zoe kept this up, he was going to have to manifest and scare the shit out of her. Otherwise, Foster would expect him to beat her ass.

“Yeah, yeah, we know. I have confidence in you.” Foster waved a hand. “Go on. Invite the Arc to dinner. Do the whole bit -- wine, roses. Whatever. Get her in bed and fuck her until she thinks she’s in love.” He grinned wolfishly. “Works every time.”

Zoe’s fury tainted the air at the insult. She really needed to learn to control her emotions. And her mouth.

“It’ll be my pleasure.” Mark gave him a grin every bit as predatory. “Fucking a gorgeous woman and a two-week vacation. What’s not to love?”

Virtually everything. Mark was going to have to lie like a motherfucker and try to figure out a way to get Kate out of this without getting her killed.

Or charged with felony magic.

* * *

The bike roaring the 1580cc song of its people, Mark rode home, frowning. His FBI handler would not be thrilled with his new assignment. For one thing, they’d be involving a civilian in this mess, and it could easily go sideways.

Mark needed to warn Jimmy of this newest wrinkle, and that meant taking precautions. Luckily, the seduction Foster had ordered gave him an excuse to head for Charlotte. Wolf Springs’ sad little grocery store wouldn’t have what he needed. Which meant he was going to need the car.

Arriving home, he climbed into the black Acura Integra and hit the road, finding his way to I-85 and gunning for Charlotte. The hour-long drive gave him plenty of time to plan what to say when he checked in.

Of course, he could go to the FBI field office on Microsoft Way -- if he was a fucking moron. If one of the gang or an associate saw him walking into FBI headquarters, they’d shoot his ass the minute he came out.

In undercover work, operational security was the first law of survival.

Instead, when he pulled into the parking lot of the Whole Foods, he pulled out his cell, opened the calculator app, and typed in a different string of numbers to bring up the encrypted Spookchat app. Like the streaming function, the only way you could access it was through the calculator.

Kola, used to this routine, slipped from his body. Barely manifested at all, he was invisible even to Talents, never mind Norms who couldn’t see magic unless it was radiating visible light. The big bear slid through the Acura’s closed driver’s door like a ghost, then began to circle the car, scanning the area with his magical senses. If anyone showed too much interest in Mark, he’d sense them.

Mark entered his handler’s number from memory and started typing. U available?

Pause.

Yeah. Heard the stream. Talked to the SAC. By which he meant Edward Saunders, Special Agent in Charge of the Charlotte office. He approves.

Could be tricky, Mark typed.

Might be worth it. We’re still checking her out, but she could solve problems. If she gains control of that ward, it would make moving in a lot easier.

The FBI could bust Foster and his operation without worrying about getting their heads blown off by the ward Foster’s dead Arc had erected.

Mark frowned down at his phone. She’s a civilian.

She’s already involved. Foster is going to try to get her regardless.

I don’t want her charged.

Do NOT tell her. Follow Foster’s orders.

A message popped on the screen: Left chat.

Son of a bitch. Mark sat back in the seat with a huff. He had the sensation of a big ghostly head butting his shoulder. The bear was standing half in-half out the closed door. Absently, he reached up and gave Kola’s round, fuzzy ear a loving scratch. She’s caught between two sets of bastards who don’t give a damn what happens to her.

Nrrroph. Which was Kola for Humans stink.

Like yellow snow, Mark agreed.

Oh, Jimmy would be sorry if she died, but the agent had a bad case of The Ends Justify the Means. As far as the FBI was concerned, identifying and stopping Foster’s alchemist was the priority.

Mark agreed -- within limits. Booster was one of the most powerful magical amplification drugs ever invented, and the side effects weren’t bad enough to keep it from catching on.

Then again, people also took knock-off Fentanyl, which definitely would kill you -- sooner rather than later.

In any case, Booster would be enormously destructive in the wrong hands. Which, as far as the Feds were concerned, was pretty much anybody’s. Except, maybe, a government Talent’s.

How the hell am I going to protect her from all these ruthless assholes?

Rrrooooof?

Mark snorted. Nice thought, but I don’t want to go to jail.

With a sigh, he got out of the car as the bear slipped back into him. The Familiar’s psychic warmth slid over him in a wave of love.

Too bad the bear wasn’t human. God, I wish I knew somebody I could talk to without lying my ass off.

Kate wasn’t that person. When she found out what he actually was, she was going to be pissed.

Well, it wasn’t as if their relationship had a chance in hell anyway. He’d be lucky to get them all out of this with their lives.


Chapter Three

 

Mark was strolling the aisles of store when he realized he hadn’t yet texted Kate. He pulled his phone out again. It’s Mark. Was thinking about our conversation this morning. Wondering if you’d like to go to dinner.

Dots promptly appeared as she typed back. Wish I could. Can’t leave Eli.

Mind if I call?

Sure.

She answered the phone on the first ring. “Hi, Mark. How’s it going?” Her voice was so rich and mellow, she could have been a Bard.

Shitty. “I’m at the grocery store looking at some really nice steaks. I don’t like to cook just for myself, and it’s no more trouble to make dinner for three. What if I come over and demonstrate my culinary skills?”

“Oh, man, that does sound good. And deeply appreciated. I can pay you for…”

“Nope. My treat. You got breakfast.”

Kate hesitated, as if wrestling her conscience, before finally surrendering. “Like I said, I appreciate it. It hasn’t been a good day.”

He was instantly alarmed. “Is it Eli?”

“Let me put it this way -- I found him casting a very interesting spell. I had to break it and now we both have backlash.”

Mark winced. All Talents were prone to vicious headaches if they made heavy use of their power, but it could be particularly bad for Arcanists. “I’ll bring a case of Power-Up along with the dinner fixings.”

“You’re a lifesaver. Though I won’t promise to be the best company.”

“I’ll risk it. See you shortly.”

This time he could hear the smile in her voice. “Looking forward to it.”

They said their goodbyes and hung up.

In his mind, Kola produced a deep rising and falling rumble that sounded like a cross between a cat’s purr and an idling Harley.

Yeah, I think it went well too.

Mark zipped his cart through the store, grabbing the ingredients for the recipes he’d googled. Vegetables, spices, steaks, a roast, and an impressive-looking chicken. If all went well, he’d create multiple meals from them.

Rrrrm?

I couldn’t eat that whole roast by myself -- I don’t have your stomach, he told the bear. Besides, this is a human courtship ritual.

At that, his Familiar subsided with an ursine grumble. He found human sex unnecessarily complicated. A male bear’s main courtship concern was not getting his face clawed off.

On the other hand, Kola did enjoy Mark’s sexual adventures. An orgasm was an orgasm no matter how many legs you had.

Mark’s mind drifted to his memory of Kate’s lovely face when they’d been searching for Eli. He hadn’t been able to really appreciate the view at the time -- he’d been too focused on making sure the old man was all right, as much for Helen as anything else.

They’d been such a damn cute couple -- affectionate, constantly laughing, always together. Helen had told Mark once that they’d been married for fifty years, yet you’d have thought they were newlyweds.

Mark had never felt that kind of love. God knew his parents hadn’t had it.

Then Zoe had tried to bespell Helen and failed spectacularly. Jonah, the impulsive asshole, had gone to the old woman’s shop to threaten her with his lion. She’d started to call 911, so he’d shot her.

Even Jonah had known he couldn’t kill her with Ripper. It would have pointed a giant neon Guilty Motherfucker sign right at the only lion this side of Briggs Feral Sanctuary. The Lloyds might have bought the sheriff off, but nobody was that bought.

When Jonah had strolled back to the compound and announced he’d killed Helen, Kola had wanted to eat him like a baby seal. Mark had damn near let him. Foster had been almost as pissed, mostly because he thought he could have persuaded the old woman to cooperate.

That was the trouble with sociopaths. They didn’t really understand how moral people thought.

But Jonah would, by God, get his. Mark had been streaming to the FBI when the prick had made his little announcement.

It might even give Kate a reason not to cut Mark out of her life when she discovered he was a lying bastard.

* * *

Kate put her phone away and looked up at Eli, who sat in his favorite armchair in a corner of the basement studio. “Mark’s coming over tonight to cook dinner for us. I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t jump him again.”

The old man glowered, his expression peevish. “My head hurts. Why did you break my spell?”

“Because I don’t want you to get charged with felony magical murder.” Kate dunked her rag in the bucket of soapy water. “Assuming that spell didn’t blow both of us straight to hell. You screwed up the curve on that sigil.” Wringing the rag out, she scrubbed at the spell circle Eli had drawn on the floor. “Your memory just isn’t good enough for this kind of work now. You know that. You swore to me you wouldn’t do it anymore.” She sighed, knowing she was wasting her breath. He wouldn’t remember the lecture in an hour.

“He killed Helen,” Eli insisted stubbornly, rubbing his forehead where she knew a headache pounded even worse than her own. “He deserves to die.”

“This morning you said it was aliens.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, I said no such thing. Why would aliens come to this godforsaken rock?”

“Very good question. It’s still what you said.”

“If I said that, I was having a bad day. If I said that.”

Oh God, he was starting to get aggressive again. Just what she did not need.

Just then, her phone’s alarm went off and she sighed in relief. “Come on, Granddad, it’s time for your potion.” Wearily, she got to her feet and reached for his hand to help him out of his chair.

He ignored the offer and clambered to his feet, then headed for the steps. One hand clinging to the banister, shoulders rounded against the pain, he climbed them one by one. Maybe after he had his meds, he’d nap until dinner.

I’d love to spend a little time talking to Mark.

* * *

While Eli slept, Kate cleaned up the kitchen despite her residual backlash headache, took a badly needed shower, and put on her makeup. With Mark coming over, she needed to do something about the dark circles under her eyes and the bruise that had come up on her cheek from Eli’s swing. Her lip looked a bit puffy too.

Not all her headache was backlash.

Then there was her hair. She liked her long mane, but it was a lot of work. If she wasn’t careful, she’d end up looking like Medusa on a bad hair day.

Once Kate had tamed her rebellious ‘do, she hesitated, trying to decide whether dressing up would look needy. Then she remembered how Mark had looked coming out of the lake with water sliding down his gleaming, muscled chest. What the hell -- it wasn’t as if she had a lot of opportunities to date in Wolf Springs. Much less someone like Mark.

So she chose her prettiest lace bra and panties set and a silk blouse in watercolor shades of blue, then added jeans and a pair of sandals sturdy enough to chase Eli in. Because yeah, it really was like being the mother of a six-foot toddler.

The doorbell rang. Kate’s heart skipped a beat, and she felt a happy little flutter of anticipation as she went to answer it. She hadn’t met a man she was this interested in since the Asshole had dumped her.

Unlike Stefan, Mark had no reason to use her.

She opened the door to find him standing there with a bouquet of wildflowers in his hand. For a moment, Kate stood and stared, struck all over again by just how handsome the man was.

He was wearing a gold Henley that accentuated his eyes and the honey shimmer of his shoulder-length hair. The shirt stretched over impressively broad shoulders and tucked into dark jeans cinched by a black belt.

A startling rumble filled the air, and she started, blinking.

He grinned. “That was Kola saying hi. He likes you.”

She grinned. “Hi, Kola, I like you too.”

Mark handed her the flowers. “Want to put these away while I go get the groceries?”

“Uh… Sure.” She accepted the bouquet, and he turned and walked back to the car -- a black Acura that looked new. Kate was a lot less interested in the car than the play of muscles in his narrow butt. “Damn,” she murmured, and turned away to take care of the flowers before he caught her ogling him.

She hurried into the kitchen to find one of her grandmother’s vases, then selected one made of stained glass that would complement the flowers.

Just as Kate had finished arranging the bouquet, Mark walked into the kitchen carrying six canvas bags in his big hands. “That’s everything,” he told her cheerfully.

He put the bags down and rummaged in one, pulling out a Power-Up and handing it to her.

Kate accepted the bottle gratefully. “You’re a lifesaver. You sure I can’t pay you back? This must have cost more than the steaks.” Since you couldn’t mass-produce magic, it wasn’t exactly cheap. She’d ordered a shipment from Amazon, but it hadn’t arrived yet.

Mark shrugged. “It’s worth every dime when you’ve got backlash.”

He wasn’t wrong. The potion had been designed to recharge the magical batteries of Arcane Corps combat troops in Vietnam. Coca-Cola had bought the license after the war, then hired teams of alchemists to manufacture it.

She downed a long swallow tasting of citrus, bubbles and electrolytes, flavored with the subtle tang of magic. Coming up for air, Kate sighed, knowing her headache would be gone in fifteen minutes.

Mark pulled out a massive cast-iron rectangle from one of his totes, then dug out three steaks in bags of marinade. He put them on the counter, then began excavating vegetables, a block of cheese, and assorted spices and condiments.

Kate blinked. “How much did you buy?”

He gave her a charming grin. “Whatever I needed.”

She put down the bottle to start unloading bags, but Mark picked it up and handed it to back her. “Drink your Power-Up and sit for a few minutes until it kicks in. I’ve got this.”

“That hardly seems fair.”

He shrugged his broad shoulders. “I wasn’t dealing with Eli all day.”

For some stupid reason, her eyes stung at that. God, it felt good to have a man give a damn.

“Where is Eli, by the way?”

Kate sighed. “He took his potion and went off to take a nap. I’ll wake him up when dinner’s ready.” She sank into a chair and sipped the Power-Up, though Grandma Helen’s mental voice grumbled at her for letting a guest work without helping him.

“What happened this afternoon after I left?” Mark asked, his knife thunking on the cutting board as he sliced vegetables. “You said there was some kind of problem.”

“We were down in the studio drawing when I got a call. Since I quit my corporate job, I’ve had to start taking commissions for spell design and charms. One of my clients wanted me to consult on the project he’s working on, so I had to go upstairs to use my laptop.” She grimaced. “In retrospect, I should have brought the laptop down. By the time I finished with the client and returned to the studio, I found Eli working on a spell.” Leaning forward, Kate braced her elbows on her knees and buried her face in her hands. “When I examined the sigils, I realized it was designed to use some kind of focus to give the target a heart attack.”

Mark stopped chopping vegetables to stare. “Wait, he was committing death magic?”

“Of a high and aggravated nature.” She groaned. “When I asked him who he was planning to kill, he said Foster Lloyd. Then he told me to seduce Foster and get a sperm sample he could use as a focus for the spell.”

She dropped her hands to find Mark’s Feral gold eyes had gone wide. “Jesus.”

“This isn’t him, Mark. If he were in his right mind, he’d be horrified at the idea, and even more horrified that he asked his granddaughter to have sex with someone he thinks is a killer.” Her voice dropped as she admitted, “He’s going downhill so damn fast it terrifies me.”

“You realize this isn’t sustainable,” Mark said, his voice quiet, compassion in his gaze.

“Yeah, that hit me about the time my grandfather told me to prostitute myself so he could commit murder.” She collapsed back in the chair. “But he can’t go to just any facility, not with his power. He’s going to need one with staff Arcanists with the juice to break whatever spells he casts to… I don’t know, kill one of the other patients for taking his tapioca. To make matters worse, one of the sigils was misshapen. If he’d tried to activate it, it would’ve exploded. Assuming it didn’t kill both of us, it would’ve caught the house on fire.” She met Mark’s gaze, afraid to see condemnation.

Instead, he wore a pained expression of sympathy. “To put it mildly, that sucks.”

She pressed the cool, sweating bottle against her forehead. “Then there’s the problem of how to pay for the care. Even on a corporate Arcanist salary, even with selling this house -- I’m going to have to take out a loan. But I’ve got to do it. He and Grandma took me in when my life imploded after my parents died. They got me therapy and showed me I still had something to live for. They loved me when I was so broken, I thought I’d never recover. I will not fail him. I don’t care what I have to do.”

“He’s lucky to have you.”

“Not as lucky as I am to have him.”

Mark was quiet for several minutes, mixing something in a bowl. Finally he asked, changing the subject, “How do you feel about bleu cheese?”

“I love it.” She looked up. “Wait, you’re putting bleu cheese on the steaks?”

“Yeah, I found this great recipe. I love to cook. Mostly because when I was a kid, if I didn’t cook, I didn’t eat.”

“I can relate.” She smiled slightly. “My mom had Domino’s on speed dial.”

“Mine wasn’t in the picture at that point. It was just me and my dad.” There was a note in his voice that drew her gaze. He looked bleak. “Cooking was a survival skill. Gave Dad a use for me.”

“That… does not sound like an ideal childhood.”

“It wasn’t. Which is why I enlisted in the Arcane Corps the day I turned eighteen.”

“How did your father feel about that?”

“Oh, he encouraged it. He wanted me to come home with a big predator. He had the idea I could help him with his business.”

Kate frowned. “What kind of business was he in that he needed a polar bear?”

“Dog fighting.”

She stared. She didn’t know a lot about Ferals, but she did know they were empathic with all animals, not just their Familiars. “So he wasn’t a Feral?”

“Oh, he was a Feral.”

“Then how the hell could he stand to be around animals fighting to the death?”

“I have no idea.” His face was utterly expressionless.

She stared at him, frowning. “For that matter, how could you…?”

“Not well. I just didn’t have a fucking choice. That’s the reason I enlisted the minute I was old enough.”

He paused and deliberately met her gaze. “And it’s why I turned him in to the cops.”

Kate stared at him, having no idea what to do with that. It was the first time she’d ever met anyone whose childhood sounded more tragic than her own. She cleared her throat. “So… how was the Arcane Corps?” And mentally cursed herself. There’d been a war on, and if you were a Feral, you saw combat. And a lot of it. “Sorry, I guess that was a stupid question.”

The grim look dissolved into a smile. “Actually, I liked the Corps. For one thing, I didn’t have to worry about whether Dad’s business model was going to land me in jail.”

Yeah, his childhood had definitely been worse than hers.

He was searing the steaks on the cast-iron pan when Eli walked in bright-eyed and alert. “Something smells good!”

* * *

Dinner tasted just as delicious as it smelled. The steaks were perfectly cooked, the bleu cheese adding an interesting, smoky tang. Mark had rounded that out with roasted Brussels sprouts, baked sweet potatoes, and a loaf of crunchy garlic bread.

“Wow, you weren’t kidding about being a cook,” Kate said. “Reminds me of some of the meals I used to eat in New York.”

He grinned, visibly pleased. “That is high praise.”

Eli, who was having a much better night, started reminiscing about restaurants he and Helen had loved. It turned out Mark had been to a couple of them too. Picking up on her surprise, he said dryly, “I have gone places where I didn’t have to shoot people.”

As Kate felt a blush heat her face, he grinned.

“How’s the book coming?” Eli asked, his potion having kicked in.

Glad for the topic change, she asked, “Book? You’re writing a book?”

“Yeah,” Eli told her. “That’s the whole reason he’s in Wolf Springs. He’s working on a memoir about his experiences in the Corps.” He turned to Mark. “Helen really did want to read that when you got finished. So did I.”

“I wish I’d gotten it to her,” Mark said quietly.

“Yeah, I know how that feels,” Kate said. “I’d give anything if I could go back in time. I got too damn busy with some stupid client project. In retrospect, that paycheck might as well have been monopoly money compared to getting to tell Grandma how much I loved her.”

“She knew that, baby,” Eli told her. “We both did.” He leaned back in his chair, his expression brooding. “What I did to you today… If I could keep that from happening again…” He looked up at her, his gaze suddenly fierce. “If you need to put me somewhere where I won’t be a danger to you, I want you to do that. You’ve had enough pain in your life. You don’t need my burden on top of it.”

Her eyes stung. “Granddad, you could never be a burden to me. And I value every second I spend with you.”

“It’s not worth it,” Eli insisted fiercely. “Your lip looks swollen. I did that, didn’t I?”

“It’s nothing.”

“It damn well is.” His voice started to rise on the words, but he reeled it back. Looking down, he flexed his big hands. “I wish I understood what the hell was going on in my brain. Sometimes, like now, I can remember how to be me. It’s like… I’m back. Two hours from now, it’ll be like standing in a fog and I won’t know anything beyond the fact that I’m deeply pissed off. And I won’t even know why.”

She swallowed. “Granddad…”

“Alzheimer’s isn’t like this. I’ve researched it. You have good and bad days, but you don’t cycle from normal to lost this fast.”

“It’s the magic,” she told him. “The Earth’s ambient magic interacts with your own in unpredictable ways and disrupts memory and judgment. Nobody really understands why.”

Eli looked at her, his gaze bleak. “It’s worse when I come back and remember what I’ve done. I don’t want to hurt you anymore.”

A tear slipped down Kate’s cheek. “But I need you. I can’t lose you.”

“Baby, you can’t avoid it. I’m an old man. Even if I didn’t have Holt’s, you would eventually lose me.”

“Which is why I want to hold onto you every minute I can.” She reached for his hands, taking them in both of hers. The skin felt thin, fragile. Cold. “I want to try the portrait again.”

He shook his head. “It won’t work. I’m seventy-two years old, Kate. Arcanist healing magic is only good for facelifts on people my age. You can’t repair a damaged brain.”

“I don’t care. Please, sit for me tomorrow. If nothing else, I’d like to spend time with you. I’d like to just look at you.”

“Sure,” Eli said, his voice cracking. “As long as I can look at you too.” He stood in a tortured rush and scrubbed both hands over his face. “I’m so damn tired. Running out of juice. I’d better go to bed before I start to slide.” Dropping his hands, Eli gave her a tight smile. “After my treatment in the morning, we’ll try the portrait. But I want to draw you too. Maybe I can make you feel a little better. I’d like to see you happy. I don’t think I have seen you happy since you were fifteen.”

Kate watched him walk up the narrow stairs, feeling as if she’d shatter. Finally she heard the upstairs bedroom door close behind him.

It hit her suddenly that Mark hadn’t said anything in the last several minutes. He was probably uncomfortable as hell, and Grandma’s mental voice told her she needed to be a better host. Kate turned to him, bracing herself for his reaction. But instead of discomfort or pity, there was respect and sympathy in his gaze.

Uncomfortable, she groped for a way to change the subject. “I’d like to read that book of yours.”

“I’ll bring it by tomorrow.” In a flash of gold, Kola suddenly stepped out of him and lumbered through the table to her side. The Familiar looked wispy and insubstantial, not fully manifested, although he was obviously generating enough magic to be visible.

The bear’s glowing eyes met hers as if he sensed her pain. He moaned, a low, soft sound of sympathy. Impulsively, she reached out to brush one hand over his huge, golden head. To her surprise, her fingers reported the sensation of thick fur as if he were a three-dimensional animal. Intrigued, she wanted to bury her fingers in it, but she wasn’t sure how he’d react.

“Go ahead and pet him,” Mark said. “He likes it. We’ve bred Familiars for centuries to be a lot more intelligent and affectionate than norm animals.”

Hesitantly, Kate dug her fingers deep into the thick, coarse coat. Abruptly he reared, encircling her in his forelegs to pull her against his huge, magical body. She froze, surprised, then found herself hugging him back. He began making a low rumble that rose and fell rhythmically, and Kate smiled into his fur in wonder. “That sounds almost like a purr.”

“It is. Just like cats, they do that when they’re contented.”

“Bears purr?” She blinked. Even big cats like lions and tigers couldn’t purr. “How is he making that sound at all? He doesn’t even have vocal cords.”

“He’s vibrating the air with his magic. With our magic, really. We fused our powers when he died.”

Still petting him, Kate looked through the bear’s translucent body at Mark. “What happened?”

“Our MRAP was hit by a roadside bomb and rolled. I was hurt and Kola was dying, but we managed to Meld before he went.”

Kola made another sound, this one a low, sad moan.

Mark ran his fingers through Kola’s golden fur as the bear huffed in distress. “He helped me find the bleeders in my leg and clamp them with manifestations until I could get treatment.”

“You can do that?”

“You learn all kinds of things in Arcane Corps Basic.” His lips twitched. “It’s like the Navy SEALs’ Hell Week meets Doctor Doolittle.”

She blinked at that. She’s seen a documentary on SEAL training once. “You mean like endless pushups and humping huge rubber rafts on your head?”

“Worse. They turn vicious animals on us -- norm animals, not Familiars, which are a lot more empathic. You have to use your magic to establish a temporary link with them before they can take a bite out of you. If you get chomped, your magic isn’t strong enough.”

“That… sounds a little harsh.”

He shrugged. “Big predator Familiars are rare, and the Corps doesn’t want to waste one on someone who doesn’t have the balls, the juice, or the self-control to use one in combat. You need ice water in your veins, yet enough empathy to form a solid bond with your partner. I tested near the top of my class for magic and empathy, so they gave me this guy.” An affectionate smile lit his eyes as he dug his fingers in behind one round bear ear. “He was a cub. So young I had to bottle-feed him. Fluffy and clumsy and big black eyes. He could have melted down the entire Internet with distilled, uncut cute. The Corps Arcanists did the spell to fuse us, and we’ve been in each other’s heads ever since.”

“Wow.” She tried to imagine what it must be like to be that close to anyone, even an animal. “That must have been amazing.”

“It was. I’d been isolated so long, and suddenly there was this whole other mind, so different from mine. Who loved me.” Mark’s expression turned grim. “So when our MRAP rolled and I realized I was about to lose him, there was no way I was going to let him go. So I pulled him into my body and we became…” He shrugged. “Well, one.”

“I really want to read this book.” She paused. “You do talk about all that in the book, right?”

He smiled at that. “Yeah. There’s a lot of misinformation about Ferals and their familiars, and people need to know what we’re really like.”

Kate grimaced. “Like that senator trying to make it illegal for the Corps to meld Ferals and Familiars. Says it causes demon possession.”

Mark snorted. “That idiot. Makes about as much sense as banning tanks. No other country is going to do the same, so it would just deprive us of a major weapon for some politician’s talking point.”

“I hope your book can help change the narrative.”

“Won’t know until I try.” He smiled up at her, his lips parted, looking soft, seductive. Gazing into those golden eyes, she suddenly felt a connection with him she’d never felt with anyone before, especially Stefan. He gets it. He gets what it’s like. Being alone. Being different. Whether because of your magic or just… life.

She didn’t even think. Just leaned in and kissed him.

It was an open, hungry kiss, and she felt his lips go still against hers in surprise. Grandma Helen’s mental voice squawked in protest. What are you doing?

Kate stiffened and jerked away, feeling a furious blush roll over her face. “Oh, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have…”

Mark caught the back of her head and pulled her gently in again. And kissed her back, his tongue swirling around hers, hot and passionate.

God, I need this, she thought, and melted into him. Needed the taste of him, needed one minute of forgetting this god-awful situation. I’m so tired of losing everything -- everyone -- that means a damn to me.

When she finally pulled away again, she was shaking. Kola had vanished, but she was focused so completely on Mark, Kate barely noticed.

“You have nothing to be ashamed of,” he said quietly. “Because I want you too.”

Kate stared at him as yearning stormed her consciousness with need. With the desire not to be alone. With the simple human craving for touch, for passion. With the need to forget grief and the fear she was going to lose whatever she had left. “I know we don’t know each other, but… I just really need…”

“…Not to think.” His gaze searched hers. “Believe me, there’s been plenty of nights I don’t want to think either. Plenty of nights I just needed to lose myself in somebody else.”

“Yeah,” she said raggedly. “But I’d be using you.”

“We’d be using each other,” he corrected. “So it doesn’t count.”

She stroked her hands through the thick gold silk of his hair. “We’ll have to go to the living room. I need to be able to hear Granddad if he decides to leave.”

“Kola can keep an eye on him. For this one night, you don’t have to worry.”

Her eyes widened. “He can do that? And it’s…” She broke off, not wanting to insult him.

“Safe? Yeah. He can go invisible in the hallway outside Eli’s room. If there’s a problem, I’ll know instantly.”

The bear slipped out of his body again and disappeared in a swirl of magic. Watching him go, Mark smiled, “Kola makes a damn good guard.”

She hesitated a moment. “Then… we can go down to the studio. There’s a couch down there, and we’ll have some privacy.”

“That sounds perfect.”

She smiled back. “Yeah. It really does.”

* * *

When Mark followed her down, he discovered the studio was in the basement -- a cross between a library, an office, a magic lab, and an art studio. Shelves lined the walls, crammed with books, assorted magical objects and jars of potions glowing softly between the volumes like bookends. A pair of easels stood in opposite corners, and canvases leaned against the wall. Two big tables held art supplies -- pastels, charcoals, paints, and brushes.

In the center of the room lay another slate spell circle, smooth and black. There were no sigils chalked around its circumference today.

Kate turned on a floor light that cast a warm glow over the room, then led him to a divan upholstered in a soft midnight blue fabric. He realized with a tingle of anticipation that it was wide enough for two people. She settled onto it and looked up at him, her face lovely in the dim light, her blue eyes huge and suddenly vulnerable. As if she had no idea just how exquisite she really was.

He swallowed, his cock throbbing as it pressed hard against his fly. As he breathed in, her scent flooded his head, perfumed with arousal and a hint of nerves.

Need rose in him, sudden and fierce. It’d been a long time for him. Too long. Since taking this job, he’d had a couple of one-night stands, more to burn off tension than anything else.

But Kate wasn’t some bar bunny looking to get off. She wasn’t half drunk, and she wasn’t trying to bang a Feral just to say she’d done it.

She needed him. And even as his conscience howled in protest, he needed her too.

Maybe Foster was right for once in his miserable life. If Mark and Kate established a passionate connection, she might listen to him the next time he told her to take Eli and go.

Which is all bullshit, his conscience said. You just want her.

Oh, hell yes. Wanted her. Needed her. Needed that shimmering connection, if only for tonight. He, too, was in a situation he badly wanted to escape.

He inhaled again, drinking in her intensifying musk.

But looking into her eyes, registering the loneliness in them, the lingering shadows and pain, he realized her emotions were inspired by more than desire.

Somebody hurt her. Bad.

And you’re going to hurt her worse, his conscience shot back.

That was a distinct possibility. But she still needed to trust him. The time will come when she’ll have to trust me if I’m going to save her and Eli.

Betrayal is betrayal, asshole.

I’m okay with her hating me -- as long as she’s alive to do it.


Chapter Four

 

Kate’s eyes looked huge and dark, reflecting the colored glow of the potions, her hair a fall of midnight around her slim shoulders. Her lips parted as she looked up at him, desire and a hint of anxiety on her lovely face. He breathed in, testing the balance, and relaxed. The desire was stronger than the fear -- though he’d rather there was no fear at all. She’ll learn to trust me.

Until she doesn’t.

Shut up.

He slid one hand into her hair. She turned to him, threading her hands through his hair. Her gaze swept over his face, a hint of doubt and vulnerability in those enormous eyes.

I’m going to make this so good for you, you’ll have no room for all that pain.

He took her delicate jaw in both hands and kissed her, gently at first, tasting that soft, soft mouth. As his own need grew, he leaned into the kiss, letting her feel how he wanted her. The old, dark appetites tried to rise, but he pushed them back down. She’s vanilla, he reminded himself. This isn’t that kind of play time.

In the distance, Kola rumbled in disappointment. He liked it better when Mark cut loose.

Keep your mind on Eli.

The bear grumbled and subsided.

As they drank each other’s kisses, Kate tugged his Henley free and slid her hands beneath it to trace her fingers over his skin. He’d worn the tight shirt intentionally. Even as upset as she’d been this morning over Eli’s disappearance, he’d caught the flicker of interest in her eyes when he’d walked out of the lake.

Now her small, warm hands made him inhale in pleasure. She moaned against his lips and her breath roughened. His senses sharpened until he could hear the bang of her heart, arousal driving it fast and hard.

Mark caressed her tight waist through the thin fabric of her blouse, his fingers tracing slow circles. He’d devoted considerable attention to learning what turned women on in the BDSM scene. She might not play the same games, but the basic principles were the same.

He kissed the fragile line of her jaw, then gently bit her chin, his tongue swirling over the silken flesh as her long hair curtained his face, the soft strands teasing. Every time he breathed in, his head flooded with her scent, her taste, and his lids shuttered in pleasure. She glowed against the darkness behind his closed lids, bright and beautiful and so, so tempting.

With a low rumble of need, he sought out the tiny buttons running down the front of her pretty blouse, began slipping them free one by one. Mark took his time, gauging her reactions as he drank her scent. A trace of anxiety made him slow down, breathing slow and deep. Watching in case the worry strengthened, signaling that he needed to stop.

The trick was to take his time, control the hot pressure of his cock as he worked to build her passion. Just like with a submissive, he had to stoke her arousal until it was a match for his.

He looked down as the fabric parted to reveal the pretty bra beneath. Ice blue, it complemented the pastel shades of the blouse. Sapphire lace edged the soft cups, lifting her small breasts as if presenting them for his approval. Mark slipped the blouse off her shoulders and let it fall.

He gave a growl of need as he met her eyes again. A smile trembled on her lips, a bit uncertain, as if she wasn’t sure he meant it.

Suddenly Mark realized what had caused that little spike of fear he kept scenting. “What lies did you hear about these beautiful breasts?”

Her eyes flickered. “He… He said they’re too… small.” Her voice was so low, he’d have had trouble hearing it without Kola’s senses.

Mark snorted in derision. “He was a fucking idiot. And he probably had the dick of a house fly.”

“How did you know?” Kate’s smile trembled just a bit, and there was vulnerability in those beautiful eyes. “I mean, about the breasts, not the dick.”

Mark shrugged. “Fear has a scent. I was starting to wonder if I was going too fast.”

Her smile was shy. “No. No, you’re not going too fast.”

“I’m glad.” Mark began to stroke his fingertips over the silken mounds, drinking in the lush perfume of her building need as her confidence grew. “And I want you to tell me if I do something that doesn’t work for you.” His gaze flicked up to find hers. “I mean that. Will you do it?”

She blinked, and her pupils expanded. “Yes.” The acridity vanished altogether at the question, replaced by desire and excitement.

Mark reached behind her, found the back clasp of the bra, and opened it with a practiced flick of his fingers. He caught the straps and slid them down, then let the bra fall to the seat of the divan. Leaving her lovely torso bare, all slim muscle and soft skin and the sweet curve of breasts tipped in raspberry nipples.

Every muscle in her body went tight as tension soured her scent again.

“The fucker really did a number on you, didn’t he?” Mark brushed his fingertips over the rise of her breasts, well above the nipple as he met her eyes again. “They’re beautiful. What pretty nipples. Furled and pink and begging for attention.”

But he didn’t touch them. Didn’t take them into his mouth, although he desperately wanted to. He was damned well going to give her all the loving attention he possibly could.

Because it was what she needed.

He’d also like to find the prick who’d done this to her and thoroughly kick his ass.

Time to let her play. Locking his eyes on hers, Mark raised both his arms in the air. He might have built up all that muscle for strictly practical reasons, but he wasn’t above reaping the benefits. “Pull off my shirt.”

The anxiety vanished, drowned in a hot flood of desire so intense, his brows flew up. Mark went still. “Stand up and pull it off,” he ordered, watching her with speculative intensity. His cock throbbed, a quick, demanding kick. Hot as he’d been, he was suddenly even hotter.

To his delight, desire bloomed across Kate’s face, flooding her scent far beyond what he’d expect from such an innocuous order. She stood, grabbed the hem of the Henley, and pulled it off over his head and up the length of his raised arms. Her beautiful breasts arched, inches from his mouth, and he couldn’t resist. He leaned forward and sucked one of the pretty peaks into his mouth. Swirled his tongue around it. Savored her gasp.

Her heart was hammering now, her arousal so thick in the air he could taste it. His cock grew hot and hard as heated steel. Not so vanilla after all, are you?

But maybe not, he cautioned himself. Don’t jump the gun. If you’re wrong, you could ruin it, scare her.

The last thing he wanted to do was deprive her of this sweet pleasure.

When she started to toss his shirt aside, he said, “Fold it. I don’t want it to get wrinkled.” Which was ludicrous, and she should have laughed. But he was watching her eyes when he said it, and he saw the conflicting emotion flicker across her pretty face. He’d expected that flare of rebellion at the order, but it was no match for the desire and excitement.

Oh, yeah. Not vanilla at all, are you?

And sure enough, as she neatly folded the Henley, the musk of her arousal strengthened until his balls ached.

Suppressing a grin, Mark caught the back of her head and went in for a kiss, a little bit rougher than he had earlier, biting gently at her lips. His tongue swirled around hers slowly, deeply, rewarding her as she quivered with yearning and excitement.

When he finally drew back, Mark said softly, “I’m in the Scene. And so are you. Or at least, you’ve thought about it.”

Kate froze, her eyes widening with shame and alarm.

“No,” he told her. “I don’t know what kind of bastard you had for a Dominant, but I’m not him. Whatever he told you, ninety percent of it was lies.”

She looked away, but she didn’t deny it. He considered her lovely profile, trying to decide whether to back off the Dom or test her gently. He hadn’t had a sub in even longer than he’d had a lover. “Do you want to play? If you don’t, that’s fine. We’ll stay vanilla. We’ll quit. What you want is what matters. Always.”

Her gaze swung back to him, and he watched the struggle between what she wanted and what she feared play out in her eyes. Finally she said softly, “I… I want to play.”

“You have a safe word?”

“I…” She swallowed. “I like the stoplight thing.”

“I do too. But I have no intention of making you use red. This first time will be gentle. We’ll talk about your limits later.”

Joy flooded her eyes, mixed with a shy gratitude that made him feel a little uncomfortable. “Show me the rest of that beautiful body,” he ordered softly, his voice a little rough.

Her pupils expanded, devouring the blue rings of her irises. She licked her lips and slid off the divan, then slowly reached for the top button of her black slacks. He let her watch him watching her, let his hunger show as she unzipped her pants, then began to push them down her hips.

Kate threw in a seductive little wiggle as she did it, and he smiled. As if encouraged, she bent double, slim and graceful and flexible, pushing the pants down her thighs, her pretty little breasts dancing, the tempting tips hard. Pausing, she toed off her shoes, then stepped out of the slacks and started to kick them aside.

“Fold them.”

Her head snapped up to meet his stare, and she bit her lip. And obeyed, graceful as a courtesan. Straightening, she started to reach for the waistband of her panties.

“No,” he interrupted. “I’m a little uncomfortable just now. Take off my pants.”

Her gaze flicked to his lap, and her eyes widened the sight of his erection. Her brows flew up as her mouth curved. “Yeah, I guess that would hurt.”

She bent over him, those pretty breasts tempting him with pink nipples. Mark had to work to resist their temptation as she unbuttoned him and pulled down his zipper with a soft metallic sigh.

Her excitement hung so thick in the air, Mark felt his mouth water. He had to help her get his jeans and boxers off because the bulk of his erection put too much pressure on the fabric. He lifted his hips as she pulled them down the length of his legs, then bent to pull off his running shoes one by one.

The sight of Kate on her knees made his balls ache. She put the shoes aside, then folded his jeans, boxers, and even his socks without being told. She rose with the neat stack and walked away to put them on a side table, and he watched the sweet curve of her exquisite ass swing. His cock was so hard, it pointed at his chin.

She returned to sink to her knees with that seductive grace, grabbing the base of his cock. Before she could swoop her mouth down over him, he said, “Stop.” There was a rumbling growl in his voice, and her eyes widened as they flew to his.

Mark gave her a smile, though he desperately wanted to feel her mouth on him. “This time isn’t for me,” he told her. “This time is for you.” Naked, he rose from the divan to stand astride her, feet on either side of her kneeling body. Watched her eyes widen, the scent of sex thickening in the air as he stepped away, giving her room. “Lie down.”

But her eyes were glued to his bobbing cock. She licked her lips. “But I want to.” Her voice was so rough and low he knew she meant it.

He lifted a deliberate brow. “Did I ask what you wanted?”

She blinked. “But you’re…”

“…Capable of self-control.” He stepped away from the divan to make way for her. “I’m not going to tell you again. Lie down.”

Kate blinked hard, then rose to sit down on the divan, then stretched out that long, lush body.

“I was tested two months ago,” Mark told her. Before all this started, in fact. “It was negative, but we’ll use a condom.”

She looked up at him and smiled, and it was bright and sincere and so damn pretty. “I’ve been tested too. Negative. Though I haven’t done anything since… Well, in a while.”

“That’s a shame.” He cocked his head, let her watch him admire her as she lay there, her body sweetly curved and deliciously female. “You’re exquisite, you know that? Those big, beautiful blue eyes, and all that hair.” His gaze dipped between her thighs. “And those lovely little curls.”

She raised her head to frown down the length of her body. “You want me to shave? Because…”

“I said you’re perfect, and I meant it,” he told her, keeping his tone gentle. He really needed to find that Dom of hers and see how he liked it on the other end of the whip. Because there had been a whip. There always was with that kind of asshole. Not all sadists were assholes, but all assholes were sadists.

Mark took his cock in hand and began to stroke it. She swallowed, her gaze locking on his hand, his dick. “May I lick you?” When his eyes narrowed, she added, “For lubrication?”

Mark studied the craving on her face, then stepped forward. “Sit up and open your mouth.”

Her eyes ignited, and she obeyed. He slid his cock into her mouth, being careful of the depth, angling it so that he didn’t hit her palate and make her gag.

She latched on and began to suck in strong, skilled pulls. Dommie Boy had obviously liked his blowjobs. Then again, Mark did too, though he had a feeling their attitudes toward the care and feeding of submissives were entirely different. The vicious little shit.

But Kate was running her tongue around the crown of his cock, and he forgot his violent fantasies about her former gerbil-dicked Dom. Her tongue stroked over the crown, swirling over the slit. Pleasure spiked through him. He felt his balls go tight. He growled in arousal, fighting the instinct to thrust. He withstood his ferocious need as long as he could before he had to pull away. “That’s enough. Lie back down.”

She obeyed, her breath coming fast, her hair tumbling around her shoulders and over her breasts, the nipples peeking through.

Mark began stroking himself, watching her lips part, her wide eyes fastened on his hand, his cock, the deliberate sway and roll of his torso. His body howled in need. Somewhere Kola was rumbling like a diesel engine.

Tell me about it.

Mark released his aching cock and knelt beside the divan. One hand found her jaw, angling her face up into his kiss as he cupped her breast with the other, his thumb flicking back and forth over the painfully tight nipple. “Mark,” she gasped into his mouth. “God, Mark! Please. Please. Please.”

With exquisite care, he caught her nipple between thumb and forefinger to pinch and roll, tightening his grip slowly to the verge of pain. Listening to her heart, breathing in her scent, testing to see whether the tiny sting increased her arousal or snuffed it out.

She only moaned softly, getting hotter, wetter. Perfuming the air. “Maaark!”

He lowered his head and began to kiss his way down her chin, her neck, her collarbones, working his way down her body until he reached those raspberry nipples.

Her hands found his hair, tightening into fists as Mark suckled, pulling first one nipple, then the other into his mouth, hard. He raked his tongue, his teeth gently over each tip. With his free hand, he reached down her body, fingertips drifting over the rise of bone, the ripple of her narrow rib cage, the dip of her belly button.

As Mark suckled and sampled, his free hand slid between her thighs, explored lips swollen with her arousal. When he parted her, he groaned at how wet she was. How hungry.

With a growl, he rose off her to slide between her legs. She started to spread them, but he took both her thighs in hand and pushed them apart a little roughly. With a low rumble, he covered her pussy with his mouth and began to lick and suckle the tight bud of her clit. His tongue swirled over the pink bead as he drove her toward a hard climax.

In minutes, he had her pumping her hips, grinding against his face, both hands locked in his hair. “God, Mark! Oh, God! Please!”

And he shoved her over the edge, right into orgasm. The scent of her arousal flooded the air, spinning his own hunger even higher.

She was still quivering in the aftermath of orgasm when his self-control finally snapped. He reached under the divan, grabbed his jeans, and dragged them out. She sat up on one elbow to watch him fish in a pocket and pull out a condom.

An amused smile curved her pretty mouth and lit her eyes. “Confident, were you?”

He grinned back. “Well, I did have hopes.”

She snorted. “Have you seen a mirror lately?”

“Have you?” His eyes narrowed at her as he tore open the package. “I think you listened to that asshole Dom a little too much.” But before he could pull out the condom, she reached for the little package.

“Let me.” Kate licked her lips, her blue eyes almost black with arousal, her lips parted, so soft and tempting he had to bend down and taste her.

Straightening, he handed her the little package. “If you insist.”

Kate pulled out the condom and began sliding it over his shaft, taking her time as she smoothed the thin latex into place. Mark clenched his fists, fighting his clawing appetite. In the back of his mind, Kola was rumbling. Had been rumbling for half an hour now. Mark just had barely noticed because he’d been so completely focused on her.

Finally he joined her on the divan, bracing on one arm as she wrapped those lovely legs around his hips. He positioned his cock at the creamy opening of her pussy, then began to enter, sliding in slowly, taking it an inch at a time.

Her nails bit into his shoulders as she gasped. “God!”

He paused, both to savor the sensation of her slick, hot grip and fight the impulse to thrust like a lunatic. If there was one thing Mark was good at, it was self-control.

Kate’s wasn’t quite that good. She hunched hard to meet his thrusts, her legs clenching around his hips, her breath coming fast and rough, her eyes bright as she stared up at him.

He quit thrusting to meet her gaze. “Stop.”

Her wide eyes went unfocused, but her hips still rolled. “But…”

“You heard me.”

She froze, staring up at him. Her breasts danced, raspberry nipples quivering.

Holding his hips still despite the burning ache in his balls, he bent his head and sucked one of those exquisite nipples into his mouth. She whined low in her throat, and her hips rolled.

“Stop it.”

Kate froze again, panting.

He suckled some more as he began to thrust, dragging his cock out slooowly, then pushing innnnn, maintaining a stranglehold on his need to rut.

Kola growled in impatience, but Mark ignored him.

“Mark, please!”

He ignored her too, keeping it slow, until he could feel her vibrating against him, her legs clamped tight around his ass. Squeezing rhythmically as if to provide her hot little clit with the friction he was denying her. “Mark, Mark, dammit, please!”

Oh yeah, there it was. Naked desperation that sounded almost as intense as his own.

He let go.

Deepening his thrusts, he pumped, digging, loving the way her slick, tight pussy gripped him. Faster and faster, harder and harder, until he felt her pussy milking him. She arched against him, screaming in his ear as he surged and rolled.

The burning pulse of the climax boiled up out of his balls. Even as he tried to control it, he was intensely aware of Kate crying out, her blue gaze blind and lost. Closing his eyes, Mark watched her blaze against the dark, her climax making her burn even brighter. Once he was sure she’d gone over, he let himself come in a roaring, blazing explosion. The orgasm came searing up out of his balls, drowning him in sweet fire.

His voice blasted over the room, vibrating with bear -- “KATE!” -- as he went blind from the sheer, burning delight.

When it was all over, he collapsed beside her on the wide divan, then pulled her over on top of him, rearranging her so that she lay draped over his body, limp and sated.

“That… was amazing,” she panted. “But we’re lucky Granddad didn’t run down the stairs to check.”

He lifted his head and raised an eyebrow. “I’ll keep that in mind for next time. Because I’m not done.”

Her gaze met his, startled. A grin bloomed across her face, wicked and hungry.

* * *

Kate lay sprawled in Mark’s arms, more than a little dazed. His body felt deliciously firm and sweat-sheened beneath hers. Propping her chin on the arm she’d stretched over his chest, she studied the intricate pattern of his tattoo. The spell glowed in the dim light, the sigils seeming to rotate slowly in the air. Workings like that had to be reinforced frequently, so they were expensive to maintain. “This looks like it’s designed to make anyone who shoots at you miss.”

“Yep. Deflects their aim just a little. Works better at a distance, not so much point-blank. Saved me from snipers a time or two.”

“Who did it?” she asked, tracing a fingertip over the swirl of a sigil. “It’s nice work.”

He caught one of her coiling dark curls in his fingers, tugged it straight and let go, watching it bounce. “My mom. She cast it when I reconnected with her on leave a few years ago. Been refreshing it ever since.”

“She’s got some juice. Good with a needle too. I’ve done a few tattoo spells, but nothing this intricate.”

“Yeah, she’s good.” His face turned bleak. “And her judgment’s gotten better, thank God.”

Kate frowned a little at his tone. Something there… Something dark. She started to ask, but the question faded away. She just felt too… floaty for anything dark. Deliciously dazed in a way that she’d never felt before, not even during the best sessions with Stefan. “I’m in subspace,” she realized dreamily, speaking of the neurochemical high submissives sometimes enjoyed after a particularly intense scene. “Stefan said you couldn’t fly without pain, but you didn’t hurt me.”

Mark grunted. “Stefan didn’t know what the fuck he was doing.”

“You sure do.” He’d driven her to climax over and over again. Draped over the back of the divan, on her hands and knees, sitting in his lap. Standing. The man seemed to have superhuman levels of endurance she strongly suspected had something to do with his magic.

And God, it had been delicious. “I’ve never flown before.” Her voice sounded dreamy even to her own ears.

“Yeah, I figured as much. You do realize that Dom of yours was better with his whip than his cock? Selfish little prick. How many times did he thrust before he came? Three?”

Five. Her gaze slid to his face and stuck there. Mark’s gold eyes shone in the darkness, strands of long blond hair framing that tough, masculine face. Light from the potions cast a multicolored sheen over the high angles of his bone structure and the rise and dip and roll of muscle and bone. “You’re so beautiful. I could spend all night just looking at you.”

“Me too, but I’d rather your granddad didn’t shoot me.” He rolled off the divan and started getting dressed, much to her disappointment. On the other hand, there was something to be said for that broad, flexing back and the tight bare ass limned in colored light.

God, she wanted to paint him just like this. Unfortunately, just getting off the couch felt beyond her.

He turned, took a long look at her face, and moved to help her up. One big hand wrapped around hers, tugged her easily into a sitting position. “Come on, I need to feed you. You’re probably dehydrated. Among other things.” His teeth flashed in a sudden smile. “Considering all the noise we made, that potion must knock Eli for a loop. Otherwise, he’d have come downstairs and beaten my ass.”

“Do we have to?” Oh God, she’d whined. Nobody liked a sub who whined.

He snorted as he shrugged back into his Henley. Muscle flexed, edged with a multicolored sheen. “Yeah, your blood sugar’s definitely low. Come on, I think there’s some of that cake left. That should get you tracking again.” Dressed, he sorted through the stack of her clothing, found her bra, and turned back to help her into it.

Good thing, too. Her hands were shaking, and her head seemed to be floating well clear of her neck. “I thought they had to flog you to get you this high.”

He snorted. “Yeah, I’m sure that’s what Stefan told you.” The sarcastic intonation he put on the name made her blink. Was that jealousy?

And why did that idea make her so damn happy?


Chapter Five

 

Twenty minutes later, Kate sat in the breakfast nook, finishing off a bottle of cherry Power-Up and a piece of chocolate cake. Her hands had quit shaking, and her head seemed to have come in for a landing.

“So you want to tell me about this Stefan prick? Particularly his last name.” Mark’s gold eyes glinted. “Because I’d really like to introduce him to Kola. Do him a world of good -- and probably save the next poor sub from crushing disappointment.”

God, she was tempted. “That… probably wouldn’t be a good idea. He’s rich.”

“There’s a shock.” He sat back in his chair over the last crumbs of his own cake. Taking a sip of his Power-Up, he eyed her. “Okay. Spill.”

“It’s tacky to talk about previous Doms.” Her lips twitched. “Especially to another Dom.”

“I really don’t give a shit. Never been big on scene etiquette to begin with. I think it’s mostly a way for abusive assholes to get away with the bullshit they inflict on subs.”

Kate toyed with her fork and sighed. “Okay, but I really don’t want you charged with assault and battery. So don’t hunt him down and feed him to Kola.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be a very good boy.”

“Yeah, right.” She flinched a little, half-expecting him to tear a strip off her for sassing him. Stefan would have.

“I am not that asshole,” Mark said, and make a get-to-it gesture with his fingers. “Spit it out.”

“Ummmm,” she said, feeling a little uncomfortable. “I started reading erotica in college. That whole Fifty-Shades thing.”

He didn’t roll his eyes. Quite. “There’s another shitty Dom.”

“And not the best writing, either. Anyway, I got my first corporate job at Peterson Cybernetics. Mostly making sure nobody’s corporate Arc cast a spell on our executives. The CEO, Ronald Peterson, didn’t believe in bespelling competitors…”

“Mostly because it’s illegal as fuck.”

“Which doesn’t stop people who consider themselves Too Big To Jail. Anyway, Stefan was his son…”

“Ahhh, nepotism. The last refuge of the L.A.F.”

“L.A.F? Is that a military acronym?”

“No, it’s a Mark acronym. It means Lazy As Fuck.”

She laughed. “Good one. And… Yeah. He was head of the Magical Security department and my direct superior.”

“And since he was the C.E.O.’s kid, H.R. looked the other way.”

“Now you’re probably thinking I’m a dishrag.” Kate grimaced. “It wasn’t like that. He was kind and attentive…”

“…At first.”

“Do you want to hear this or not?”

He looked apologetic. “Sorry. I just hate shitheads. I especially hate the idea of a shithead with you.”

Why? But as intrigued as she was, she decided not to ask the question. “One weekend we headed out to check the headquarters of this company we were going to acquire. Make sure there weren’t any spells set up to snare any of our people.” She hesitated. “We met at the hotel bar afterward. I may have drunk one too many appletinis…”

“You were fresh out of college, right?”

She blinked. “Yeah. First job.” A smile broke over her face. “I couldn’t believe I was making that kind of money.”

“How old was Dommie-Boy?”

“Thirty-eight.” Her cheeks were burning. “I’m not an idiot and I’m not a sucker.”

He sighed. “That never even occurred to me. Look, guys like that look for any vulnerability they can exploit for their own purposes. A lovely young woman with a shit-ton of power is a hell of an opportunity, especially for someone looking for a shortcut. So he gave you expensive gifts, flowers, flattery… In between insulting your breasts to soften you up for some shitty thing he wants you to do.”

Dammit, how does he know all that?

He sat back and raked his hands through his hair. “Okay, shutting up now. I’m sorry if I made you feel like a sucker. That was what, seven years ago?”

“Yeah. And I did learn my lesson.”

“Most everybody has to. Because everybody makes mistakes, and not just when you’re a kid.” His mouth took on a pained twist. “I assure you, the ones I’ve made are a hell of a lot worse than trusting some pretty prick with a good line.”

Staring into his eyes, she realized he meant it. Feeling a little better, Kate relaxed. “He came over to my apartment one night. Spotted the BDSM romance I’d left on the nightstand. Big mistake. He told me he was a Dominant. Took me to this club. I’d never scened before, though I’d fantasized about it often enough.”

Mark gave her a slow, wicked smile. “And it was fun.”

“A hell of a lot of fun,” she agreed. “Though to be fair, one of the club Doms warned me I needed to find somebody who knew what the fuck he was doing. Told me my “Dom” was as vanilla as a cone of soft-serve. He was right. The first time Stefan tried to whip me, he laid my ass open.”

Mark winced. “I’ll bet it was the first time the fucker so much as picked up a whip.”

“Yeah, that’s what the club Dom said before he threw Stefan out and took me to the ER for stitches.” She shook her head. “And in retrospect, I can see he was right. Stefan saw my weakness and did just enough research on the Scene to think it was something he could use.”

“For what?”

Kate took a deep breath and blew it out. “He wanted me to use felony magic to convince his father to retire and make Stefan C.E.O. When he finally came out with this genius idea, I fucking exploded.” She shook her head. “That’s when I realized he’d been playing me the whole time. I headed to the restroom to cry and decide what to do. Big mistake. By the time I went upstairs to warn his father, I found Stefan had sent him a video he said he’d found on the web of me tied up and red-assed from a whipping.”

“Which he’d taken himself. I’ll bet he didn’t tell Daddy that.”

“It’s like you know him. Peterson fired me before I could quit. He told me I could still have a reference as long as I kept my mouth shut.”

His brows lifted. “Sounds like Daddy knew more about Dommie-Boy than he let on.”

“Ronald Peterson was a self-made millionaire, and it’s tough to keep a secret from a company CEO. He knew.”

“But he fired you instead of the little dickhead that tried to get you to commit felony magic?”

“I was just another employee. Stefan is his son.”

“And if he was as smart as you say, he probably wanted to keep an eye on sonny. Make sure he didn’t end up arrested after pulling his shit on the wrong guy. The rich can get away with a lot -- until they start victimizing other rich people.”

“Yup.”

Mark studied her. “What did you do then?”

She shrugged. “He kept his promise. I went on to work for another couple of companies, built a pretty good career. Then… Grandma died. And I needed to keep an eye on Eli, so I went out on my own as an Arc for hire.” She paused, aware she hadn’t asked about his life. Which must be pretty damned interesting. “So. Your turn. How did you get involved in the scene?”

“Me and my buddies were on leave. We went by this club in London. The guys made fun of the whole thing, but I was intrigued. So when that tour was over, I found a club close to Arcane Base San Diego, which is where I was doing a rotation as a Corps Feral instructor. Found out I liked playing and had a talent for it.”

She grinned. “You certainly do.”

He studied her, his golden eyes intent. As if he really wanted to know what she thought. What she wanted. “I think it’s only fair to tell you I don’t really like pain play. Once you’ve gone to war, making someone scream carries too many bad memories. But bondage… That I like. I enjoy the challenge of flying a woman without the help of pain endorphins.”

“Suits me. I never really liked pain all that much. A little is fine. Spanking, clamps. But not anything involving whips. No edge play. Don’t particularly care for blood.”

He smiled. “That’ll work. You want to negotiate and sign something?”

He meant a contract. Which was a damn good idea, and she knew it. Only… It seemed cold. I want more out of him than scene play.

Still, she’d take what she could get. Because I’m a fucking idiot. I just met him today. But the words were out before she had time to think better of them. “I would like a lover more than a play partner.”

He met her gaze -- and did not look away. “I would too. But I don’t play without the parameters established. If you don’t want to play, we don’t need a contract. But if you do, I want to know what your hard and soft limits are. The last thing I want to do is something you don’t like. And I won’t know what that is if you don’t tell me.”

Kate took a deep breath. “I want to play.” Biting her lip, she admitted, “Though I haven’t scened in years. After what happened…”

“…you didn’t want to leave yourself open to being used again. And I don’t blame you. Think about it. We’ll swap email -- you’ve got my addy, right?”

“Yeah, when you texted me your contact info.”

“Good, you can send me a list of what you like, what you’ll consider. What you won’t. If we decide to play, we’ll play.” He leaned forward, meeting her gaze. “And for the record, that’s your call. Not mine. Even if I’m playing Dom, the final call is always yours.”

She studied his face, his level gold gaze. “You mean that.”

“You bet your ass.” Silence fell as they studied each other. Abruptly he asked, “Did you mean it when you said you wanted to read my manuscript?”

She blinked. “Is it finished?”

“No, still writing it. Probably will be for the next year or so. But the first third or so is done if you want to take a look.”

“Actually, I think I do.”

“I’ll email it.” Smiling, he rose to his feet. “And as much as I would love to stay the night, I don’t want to piss Eli off. That man hits hard.”

Kate grinned, knowing perfectly well a bulletproof bear didn’t have to let a seventy-two-year-old man hit him. Mark had allowed it rather than risk hurting her grandfather. And that more than anything illustrated how different he was from the Asshole. She stood, meaning to see him out, and he pulled her against him. His kiss was slow, hot, and thorough, and she let her eyes slide closed. He glowed in the dark, his bear towering just behind, and the feel of his power seemed to beat at her senses. Despite all the orgasms she’d had, need rolled through her again -- sluggish after all the orgasms, but still.

Before she could break down and ask him to stay the night -- Granddad notwithstanding -- Mark stepped back. “I’ll see you tomorrow. You and Eli are doing that healing spell in the morning, right?”

She sighed, reluctantly opening her eyes. “Yeah, for all the good it will do me. But I have to try.”

“I know. Tell you what, I’ll fix lunch afterward. You’ll probably be fried from using all that magic.”

Stefan wouldn’t have given a damn. But then, Stefan had been an idiot as well as an asshole, or he’d never have asked her to cast a spell on his father to begin with.

Kate searched Mark’s gaze, wondering if he’d lost any respect for her over the way she’d been so thoroughly suckered. Instead, all she saw was warmth and kindness. “That’s really kind.”

“You deserve kind.” A moment later, Kola swirled into existence, his huge head level with her chin. The bear made a soft little sound, then angled his head as if begging for an ear scratch. She laughed and dug her fingers into ghostly fur.

With a satisfied rumble, the bear dissolved into a swirl of sparks and disappeared into Mark again.

Kate walked him to the door and watched as he strode to his car. As he opened the door, he looked back at her and smiled. She gave him a little wave, feeling wrung out, yet relaxed. For the first time since Grandmother died, happiness bubbled through her like champagne.

* * *

Mark’s heart felt light as he looked back at her over the roof of his car. She was watching him from the open doorway, her beautiful face bright in the moonlight. She lifted her hand in a little wave, then stepped back and closed the door.

He grinned like a loon.

Which was when Kola growled in his head like a chainsaw. Mark spun to scan the darkness, a chill rolling over him, replaced an instant later by a storm of sheer predatory fury. The bones of his chest vibrated with the bear’s growl.

A low, moaning roar answered him from the dark.

Mark manifested in an explosion of bulletproof bear and slipped into the woods.

Evening scents filled his nose. A stray dog, a cat, a couple possums, countless squirrels, dozing birds. An owl soaring overhead on silent wings.

And Jonah fucking Lloyd.

The lion shone in the darkness under the trees, his magnificent mane shedding sparks like a campfire. Before his death, Ripper had been a huge animal, well over five hundred pounds. The lion was still only a third Kola’s size.

To drive the point home, the bear reared, towering over the bastard. Blazing in the dark. “You spying, fuckwit?”

“Wouldn’t have missed it for the world.” Jonah smirked up at him through the shell of his lion as the cat’s tail lashed. Like he thought Kola was a fucking mouse. “She’s such a pervy little slut. Who’d have thought it, looking all buttoned up and sweet like that? Maybe I’ll have to give the kink a try. Swing a whip. Get my hands on some handcuffs. Bet I could have her eating out of my hand.”

I should have had Kola watching out for Jonah instead of Eli. God knows what the bastard overheard. Mark showed him Kola’s teeth. “Not unless you want that dance you’ve been begging for.”

Jonah ignored the threat, intent on working the weakness he’d found. “Maybe she’d like to take us both on. Kinky little ‘ho like that…”

Mark sank to all fours until Kola’s massive head was inches from Ripper’s. To his pleasure, a flare of unease ignited in Jonah’s scent, acrid as a burning match. “Foster gave the job to me. And I do not share. Start playing bullshit games with her, you’ll scare her off. Foster will not be happy.” Kola growled, a deep, throbbing rumble Mark could feel in the bones of his skull. “And neither will I.”

Jonah gave him a psycho’s grin from inside the snarling mask of his cat. “Oh, I don’t think she’ll tell me no.”

“Do you really want to take the chance? She’s a fuck of a lot better Arcanist than Reardon. Especially considering you were off getting laid when the Witch Hunters did that drive-by and capped his ass.” He gave the other Feral a slow, nasty smile. “That kind of thinking is why Foster hired me -- he wanted competent help to take up your slack. And then there’s the thing with the old woman…”

Illuminated by Ripper’s glow, Jonah’s bearded face twisted into a mask of rage. “If that bitch Zoe had kept out of it, I wouldn’t have had to clean up the mess.”

“You made the mess, asshole. If you hadn’t lost your fucking temper when Helen refused to kiss your ass, Foster might have been able to bring her around without killing her. But your self-control sucks as bad as your judgment.” Not that Helen would have been any more amenable to blackmail than Kate, judging by everything he knew about her. Unfortunately, this sociopath was no more capable of understanding the concept of magical ethics than Ripper. “Stay away from Kate. Let me work, and don’t fuck this up. I don’t think big brother will be as understanding a third time.”

“You make sure you do your job so I don’t have to take action.” Jonah snarled, baring fangs as long as Mark’s fingers. “I’ll bet if I offered to bite the old man in half, that little slut would be happy to do any goddamn thing she’s told. Including suck my dick.”

Oh, fuck, Mark had to squelch this line of thought. “Considering what happened to Ripper and Rommel, I’d think you’d be a little more careful about not pissing off Arcanists. You’ve only got one more life left. Do you really want to find out how powerful she is the hard way?”

Jonah sneered, though anxiety spiked in his scent at the reminder of the Caliphate sorcerer who’d killed the brothers’ Familiars. “That cunt wouldn’t have the guts. She’s a dish rag, or she wouldn’t have let that pussy boyfriend lay her open with a whip.” His eyes narrowed at a sudden thought. “And damn, she has gotten under your skin.” His laugh was an ugly bark. “I’ll have to tell Zoe you ain’t gay after all. Maybe if Zoe offered to do you with a strap on…”

“If anybody gets fucked, it’s going to be you.” Kola’s rumbling growl reverberated through the trees as the bear pumped menace and magic into the air like a gathering hurricane.

Ripper stared up at him, eyes blazing with madness and hate. Inside the manifestation’s shell, Jonah looked every bit as deranged. “You’d better get her to cooperate. Because if you don’t, you’re the one Foster’s not gonna be happy with. And I’m going to be watching. I’ll be watching real close.” The lion manifestation whirled and stalked away, tail lashing.

“Anytime, motherfucker,” Mark growled after him.

Ripper whirled and roared, the sound a shattering explosion audible miles away.

Kola roared back.

The bear’s keen hearing picked up the distant pound of running bare feet. The Victorian’s porch light flipped on, dimly visible through the screen of tree limbs. Oh, hell. Mark tensed, but Kate didn’t come charging out of the house.

Jonah laughed from the darkness. “I think we woke your girlfriend.”

“Fuck you, you prick.” Mark started back toward the Victorian, working on a lie that would convince her she hadn’t just heard a lion roar. They hadn’t been shouting, but they hadn’t been holding it down either… Christ, that was stupid. He had to quit letting Jonah light his fuse.

As Mark paused on the edge of Eli’s property, the front door swung open a crack. “Mark?” Kate called. Her voice shook. “Is that you?”

“Yeah, sorry about the roar!” he called. “I saw a coyote trying to eat one of the neighbor’s cats. Had to scare it off.”

There was a long pause. “Okay. Yeah, I can see that. I just… didn’t realize bears could roar like that.”

No, actually, they didn’t. Nothing else had a roar like a male lion. Fortunately, Kate hadn’t served in the Arcane Corps. “We can get pretty loud,” Mark said. Which was true enough.

“Oh. Okay. Well, I’m going back to bed.“

“Yeah. I’m sorry I woke you.”

“No, that’s okay. Couldn’t let somebody’s cat get munched.” The door closed.

“The only pussy that needs eating is hers, huh, Mark?” Jonah murmured out of the dark. He laughed, low and nasty.

Fighting the need to chase the Feral down and beat the shit out of him, Mark headed for his car as Kola rumbled polar bear threats at Ripper.

The lion rumbled back.

As Mark drove home, he thought of her asshole pseudo-Dom using her nascent submissive streak against her.

As I’m doing the same thing?

In the depths of his mind, Kola growled, Rrranphhhh nraaaaarrrr grrrrffff!

“The Feds would probably object to finding Jonah in that many pieces.”

Nrrrrrrroooowrrrr!

“Good point.”

The bear made a low rumbling purr.

“Yeah, I like her too. We won’t let Jonah get his hands on her.”

But he was going to have to be a lot more careful the bastard didn’t sneak up on them again.

* * *

The next morning, Mark showed up bright and early with an honest-to-God picnic basket he’d packed with lunch, a box of raspberry Danishes and a bag of expensive coffee. Kate made bacon and eggs, and they enjoyed a leisurely breakfast before heading down to the study.

Kate had woken up early to consult her sigil books and write out the spell. Now she gave Eli a copy, encouraged when he read it carefully before nodding approval. Definitely tracking better today.

So they headed down to the slate circle in the studio. It took almost two hours to draw the three layers of sigils in concentric rings around the inner edge of an infinity symbol -- glyphs for healing designed to amplify their respective magic. With every stroke, they laid down another layer of energy, of potential.

Of power.

As Kate worked her way around her half of the infinity symbol, she was acutely aware of Mark, watching quietly from the divan. Her cheeks went hot whenever her brain flashed her gorgeously carnal memories of the night before. Mark, naked and hungry beneath her, his body all sculpted muscle and hunger…

Yeah, not helping my concentration.

Even without the juicy memories, it was tougher than usual keeping her mind on her magic. Every time she closed her eyes to check the structure of the spell they were casting, Kola loomed in the darkness, all roiling power. Whenever she opened her eyes again, Mark was there, intensely masculine in a black T-shirt and jeans, his blond hair pulled back from his face in a long tail, his big body relaxed into an elegant sprawl.

She’d had fantasies about a Dom like him, but she’d never expected to scene with one. By comparison, Stefan had been as awkward as a teenage boy. She’d never come so many times in her life as she had with Mark.

Stop it. Today is about Granddad, not your glands.

A couple of times, she caught Eli looking from her to Mark, a slight frown on his face. But if he had any suspicions, he didn’t voice them.

Finally the sigil work was done, and it was time to begin the portraits that were the foundation of the actual healing spell. She and Eli set up the two easels within the loops of the infinity symbol with a three-quarter view of each other. The goal was to create complementary portraits. If the spell worked as designed, it would let them combine their magic.

She closed her eyes and stared in the direction of the floor, breathing deeply, slowly, as she worked to block out her awareness of everything else. Especially Mark, who was too damned distracting. Trying to feel the currents of magic circulating around the loops of the symbol.

Concentrating on drawing the magic into herself, she let the power roll over her skin like a hot summer wind. Until a buzzing tingle sang through her and every hair on her body rose as if she stood in a field of static electricity.

Now.

She turned toward the table where she’d set up her handmade soft pastels. Store-bought materials didn’t do the job when it came to magic. Arcanists had to infuse their supplies with their own blood in order to properly channel the magic. Healing magic took hours as the Arcanist laid down layer after layer of magic with each stroke.

Just making the pastels had taken a week. She’d had to draw vials of her own blood, dehydrate it into a powder, then mix it with gum Arabic, pigment, and China clay, working in a spell circle to amplify the magic as she rolled each colored stick.

Now she picked up the charcoal and looked at Eli. His gaze met hers, and he flashed her a smile. She gave him one of her own that felt a little tight and began to draw on the big sheet of paper clipped to the easel. Like the pastel, she’d made the paper by hand. Her hand darted, capturing the contours of his dear, familiar face, roughing in his head and shoulders, the swoop of graying hair, the long narrow nose, the eyes fanned in a lacework of wrinkles.

His expression was intent with concentration as he worked on his own portrait of her. As much as her grandfather might struggle day to day, give the man a portrait to do, and he had the focus of a laser, his blue eyes going sharp and intent. He might occasionally screw up a sigil -- she’d had to correct one of the ones he drawn for the spell -- but his art was rock solid.

So was hers. She’d begun learning to how to capture a likeness when she was only five. Concentration and accuracy were key to focusing Arcanist powers. The more artistic skill and talent you had, the greater the impact of your spells.

All that practice meant it took Kate only a half hour to nail down a good likeness.

After that, it was time for the magic. So she went to work drawing him as cured and healthy -- the man he would have been without Holt’s.

She concentrated on portraying the kindness, wisdom and intelligence she’d always seen in her grandfather, especially in those years following the death of her parents. Her grandparents had provided her with a new bedrock for her fractured world. Without them, she’d have been shredded like a dry leaf in a hurricane, powered by the forces of fate and madness and grief.

They’d fought for her. Pushed her to keep painting, to keep working to improve her skill, more as a way to heal than anything else. Once, it had been all three of them standing at matching easels as they taught her to lose herself in creation and forget her grief, if only for a little while.

And it had worked. In time, the weight of guilt and grief slowly grew bearable. Not that the scars would ever fully heal -- they didn’t from something like that. But the pain had slowly become bearable, and that was enough.

Now Helen was gone in yet another act of mindless viciousness. Goddamnit, it isn’t fair. Most people go their whole lives without losing anyone to murder. She’d done it three times in two different crimes.

Her hand froze in mid-stroke, and she closed her eyes, fighting the sudden explosion of rage. This isn’t helping anyone. Focus on Granddad. Do this one thing. Concentrate on this moment. Concentrate on this spell.

How many times had she heard Grandma tell her that?

Kate shoved the anguish away and went back to work, laying down layer after layer of magic in the strongest spell she’d ever cast. Pouring every ounce of power into it with more intensity than any job she’d ever been paid six figures for. Blasting it all -- all her magic, all her will, all her Talent, all her soul onto the paper. Recording her grandfather as he’d been before Holt’s had taken him away. She was fucking well going to drag him out of the teeth of that bastard disease no matter what it took. You’re not going to steal him from me too, she told it viciously. I’ve given up all I’m giving.

No. More.

* * *

The hair rose on the back of Mark’s neck as if he were standing in the middle of a lightning storm.

Unable to sit still any longer, he’d risen from the divan to circle the room. Now he stood behind Eli, watching as the old man sketched. Holt’s or no Holt’s, he’d nailed Kate’s likeness.

Usually, pastel portraiture was a soft-focus kind of art, without the sharp, vivid colors of oil painting. Yet the long, smooth strokes Eli drew were intense and powerful in a way Mark suspected had more to do with magic than chalk on paper. The only difference between the drawing and the reality was that the illustration looked genuinely happy.

The real Kate just looked pissed off as she glared at the easel in front of her, her eyes narrowed. The last time he’d seen the look on someone’s face, it had been a sniper drawing a bead on a Caliphate terrorist from a rooftop.

He closed his eyes to watch the magic she was working. Yep, she still looked like a column of fire. The magic whirled around her, spiraling inward from the magic circle, fueled and amplified by the spell.

Mark had known a lot of powerful Arcanists in the Corps. They might not be able to manifest bulletproof bears, but the other shit they could do was genuinely terrifying.

Caliphate sorcerers had been able to take a handmade explosive that on its own was little more than a firecracker and amplify it into something that hit like a cruise missile.

Yet even during the war, he’d never seen anyone throw around as much magic as Kate drawing a portrait of her grandfather.

Yeah, there were probably more powerful Arcs, but Kate was hands-down the most powerful he’d ever personally met. It was for damn sure she wasn’t holding anything back.

If Foster ever sees her like this… Mark swallowed, feeling a chill slide over him. How in the hell was he going to keep her away from the drug lord?

If she was the only one under threat, she’d tell Foster to fuck off, no matter how they threatened her. She was just that stubborn.

But that asshole Jonah was right. If they threatened Eli…

Mark had to make sure they never got the chance. He’d have to figure out a way to talk Kate into taking her granddad and getting the hell out.

And if it came down to a fight…

He’d fucking kill Jonah and Foster, and the FBI could kiss his ass. They could find that damn Booster-brewing alchemist some other way.

Eying Kate, Mark considered moving around the easels to see what she’d drawn. Better not. Don’t want to distract her. She wasn’t done casting, and it was never a good idea to disrupt a spell in process.

Eli’s head snapped up, eyes widening, and he tossed the chalk aside. “Kate!” He flew around his easel toward his granddaughter.

“What?” Mark jerked upright, realizing belatedly he was half drunk on the magic the two had been generating.

“Kate!” Eli barked. “You’re burning out!”

Oh, shit. Mark’s heart sank and he jolted forward.

Kate’s eyes rolled up as she crumpled to the floor. Eli managed to grab her before her head hit the ground, though he staggered, off-balance.

Oh shit! Terror clutched Mark as he ran to help.


Chapter Six

 

Mark scooped Kate out of the old man’s arms and carried her back to the divan. As he put her down, her grandfather leaned over and planted two fingers on her pulse. “She’s shocky and sweating. Go get her some Power-Up,” he ordered without looking up.

Mark didn’t even question him, just turned and took the stairs two at a time. His heart was thundering in his chest. Eli’s worry was justified. Mark had seen an Arcanist have a stroke trying to disable a particularly powerful magically enhanced explosive device. The Arc had burned too much magic and burst a blood vessel in his brain.

Mark grabbed several bottles from the fridge and clattered back down the stairs. “Do we need to get her to the ER?”

“I hope that’s not necessary.” Eli lifted her into his lap and propped her against his chest. “But if we can’t get her to come to, we’ll have to call 911.”

Mark unscrewed the cap off one bottle, then handed it to Eli, who held her head up in the crook of his arm. “Come on, Kate, take a sip of this. Wake up, now, you’re scaring your poor old Granddad.”

She stirred and opened her eyes, then opened her mouth to let Eli tip a sip into her mouth. Her skin was slick with sweat, though it wasn’t hot in the room, and her tee clung to her chest.

“She’s hypoglycemic,” Mark murmured.

“Yeah. Drink it all now, baby.” He tilted the bottle farther and she began to drink, slowly at first, then faster, until she was all but gulping it.

As Mark watched, he could see her coming back online, her gaze focusing. She stopped drinking to gasp, “Granddad?”

“Yep, it’s me. Finish it all now.”

She drained the bottle and Mark handed her another. Kate pulled away from her grandfather, sat up and downed it all.

Finally she looked around, frowning. “What… What happened?” Her voice was a papery whisper as Eli took the empty and Mark handed her a third bottle. “God, my head hurts.”

“I’m not surprised,” Eli growled. “I’m seventy-two years old. You can’t magically make me twenty years younger no matter how much you try. Why did I let you talk me into this?”

She blinked up at him and rasped, “Well, you do look a little younger.”

Thank God, she’s back, Mark thought, as his pounding heart began to slow. “That was dumb.” Kola growled a chainsaw agreement, and both Arcanists started.

Mark sighed. Calm down, Kola. “What you need now is that lunch I brought,” he told her. “You burned a hell of a lot of magic with this stunt.” Eli was right. You could heal childhood cancer in kids only because they weren’t as resistant to magic as adults were. The most you could do for an adult was a facelift.

True, they were very good facelifts. Unlike surgical interventions, the magical version lacked the stretched-tight, distorted look. But when it came to internal organs -- much less the brain -- adult bodies had a kind of magical inertia that resisted healing.

She’d known that, but it hadn’t stopped her. That level of obsession, Mark thought, could be a real problem.

* * *

They headed upstairs, where Mark brought out the sandwiches he’d prepared, along with a charcuterie board with a selection of expensive cheeses, olives, and bread.

“Did you send me your book?” Kate asked, in between bites. She was refueling with a determination that suggested she must be ravenous.

“Check your email.” Mark smiled a little tightly. “Though I can’t promise it won’t bore the hell out of you.” He’d sent her a Word file with the first half -- the section that covered everything up through his combat experience.

Kate checked her mail and grinned as she downloaded the attachment. “I can’t wait to read it.”

If he ever managed to get it published, maybe she’d get a chance to read the whole thing. Possibly even understand what he’d done and why he done it.

But that wouldn’t happen until he put this god-awful business behind them all.

* * *

As the afternoon wore on, Kate began to hope the spell had worked. Eli seemed like his old self. He even looked younger. Some of his wrinkles had vanished, as if she had indeed given him a facelift, even without intending to.

As they ate lunch, Granddad related how he’d met her grandmother in Corps Basic Training. The military had been so desperate for Arcanists during Vietnam, they’d allowed women to serve in combat roles. He spoke with pride of the time the couple had healed a badly burned Vietnamese child by combining their magic.

He usually didn’t remember the boy’s name. This time he did.

Kate merely listened, too tired to contribute much. She found herself watching Mark instead -- the lively interest in his eyes and the compassion and respect he showed her grandfather. “You guys had it a lot harder than we did. I’d have hated to fight those guys in the jungle where you couldn’t see them sneaking up on you.”

Which reminded her grandfather of another story that gave him a chance to display his considerable charm.

After lunch, they walked down to the lake and went fishing, one of Eli’s favorite pastimes. Which was a good thing. Drowning worms was about all Kate was good for after that spell.

Luckily, the men made up for her lack of energy -- Mark caught two good-sized fish, and Eli caught a twelve-pound largemouth bass, whooping with joy like a ten-year-old.

Maybe we pulled it off…

But by the time they sat down to eat the fish they’d caught, he’d gone quiet.

Midway through the meal, Eli looked up from his plate. His gaze fell on Mark, and he frowned. “Wait a minute, who are you? What are you doing in my house?”

Disappointment stabbed Kate in the heart like a blade.

Mark froze with his fork halfway to his mouth. His gaze flicked to her, rich with sympathy. Then he gave Eli an easy smile. “I’m Mark Delaney. I’ve been renting the Reynolds house up the road.”

White eyebrows dipped lower as the old man frowned in irritation. “But what are you doing here?”

“Just spending some time with you and your granddaughter. She asked me over.”

Narrowed, suspicious eyes swung to Kate. “Is that true? How do you know he isn’t some kind of criminal?”

She forced a smile and blinked eyes that had begun to tear in pain. “He’s Arcane Corps, Granddad. He’s writing a book. He’s been here a couple of months now.”

“Oh.” Eli’s eyes lost focus. “Since before Helen died.” He glowered. “Did you have anything to do with that?”

The muscles in Kate’s shoulders tightened. God, is he going to go off on Mark again?

And the timer went off on her phone. Saved by the ringtone. “It’s time for your potion,” Kate said brightly, and hurried to fix his orange juice.

She had to blink the tears out of her eyes to see well enough to use the potion’s eyedropper. As she worked, she heard Mark speaking to the old man, his voice calm and low. “That was one hell of a fish you caught today. I didn’t even know the lake had bigmouth bass that size.”

They talked fishing for the next twenty minutes while the potion took effect. Kate managed to hold it together until her grandfather headed off for his nap.

When the bedroom door finally closed behind him, she slumped and began to sob.

Without a word, Mark rose and wrapped his arms around her. Clinging to him, she gasped, “I thought it had worked. I really thought it had worked. I gave that spell everything I had.”

He smoothed a hand over her hair. “Yeah, I know you did. But it was always a long shot.”

Kate pulled back, sniffing, miserably aware her nose was running. He reached for one of the paper napkins on the table and handed it to her. She took it and wiped her eyes and blew her nose. “All I managed to do was give him a fucking facelift.”

Mark rubbed a hand up and down the small of her back. Despite her misery, his touch was comforting. “You did give him a pretty good afternoon, too. Felt like I was meeting him for the first time.”

Her fingers flexed into the hard muscle of his biceps. He pressed a kiss to her forehead and asked, “What can I do?”

That was it. No seductive, flirtatious comment. Just What can I do? And she had the feeling that whether she’d said, “Make love to me,” or “I just want to be by myself,” he’d do exactly as she asked.

Part of her wanted to tell him to leave. Longed to just curl up in a ball and cry, sinking into an exhausted swamp of despair and never surface again.

But the rest of her had kept going after her parents died, and that Kate did not give up. “I think… I think I’d like to go downstairs for a while. And… Play. I mean, if that’s what you want.”

He smiled at her, his gold eyes lighting. “How could I want anything else?”

With a low purring rumble, Kola emerged from him and swirled away in a blaze of sparks.

“Where’s he going?”

Mark’s gaze flickered, and she thought there was something tense in the set of his shoulders. Then he grinned, and she thought she’d imagined it. “He’s going to keep an eye on things.” And he rose to lead her to the basement studio stairs.

Halfway down, it hit her that she hadn’t erased the spell. Yet when they reached the bottom, the slate circle was blank. The two easels and the portraits stood side by side near the table that held their art supplies. “Did Eli clean it up?”

Mark shrugged one muscled shoulder. “No, I did. Once I knew you were going be all right, I washed the slate down. Mom always told me you never leave a spell running once the magic’s done.”

“Your mom was right.” Sighing, she hooked a hand behind her neck and rolled her shoulders, trying to stretch her tight muscles.

“Why don’t we sit down?” Mark watched her, his gaze warm with sympathy. “You look fried.”

“You’re not wrong.” Kate sank down on the divan and leaned back against the wall behind it in a tired slump. “Though I’m not sure I’ll be the greatest playmate just now.”

“Oh, I don’t know.” He flashed her a smile. “You were amazing last night.”

Her lips twitched. “I’m not always a mess, you know.”

“The thought never even occurred to me.”

He got up and picked up the butane torch they used to light candles, then started working his way around the room with it, lighting votives and tapers. The air filled with the rich masculine musk of sandalwood.

“I read your limits list,” Mark said as he worked. He meant the list of hard and soft limits she’d emailed him last night. “I don’t think any of that is going to be a problem.” He turned to study her. His big body backlit by the candles, his gold eyes seemed to glow. He tugged his black T-shirt off over his head and leaned back against the wall of shelves behind him. The candlelight shone over his torso in golden light, edged here and there by splashes of color from the potions. “Undress for me.”

Kate’s heart began to beat faster, and a hot wash of adrenaline burned the depressed exhaustion from her muscles. Licking her lips, she rose to obey.

Mark watched, his gaze shuttered, his erection swelling against the zipper of his jeans. His gaze was possessive and praising, the hot approval building as she slowly undressed, folding the clothes neatly, working to treat each movement as a courtesan’s dance. Her mouth went dry as wet heat flooded through her.

Mark’s nostrils flared as he rasped, “You do like obeying me, don’t you? I can smell that luscious pussy from here.”

He reached for his belt, which jangled as he unbuckled it and pulled it off with a whisper of leather against cloth.

Kate watched, torn between anticipation and alarm as he doubled the belt.

He gave her a quick flashing smile and wrapped the strap around one hand. “No, I’m not planning a spanking. You’ve had enough pain today.”

Damn, he really was empathic. “What exactly do you have in mind?”

“Don’t want to ruin the surprise.” His voice rumbled as he spoke, and her nipples tightened even more. He strolled over to the divan and dropped down onto it. “Across my lap.”

Her breath going rough, she started to lay belly down across his thighs.

“On your back.”

She paused, then turned her back to him. Mark caught one of her hands in his, steadying her as she sat down, then leaned back.

Wet. She was getting so wet.

He considered her, then caught her hips and lifted her easily, repositioning her to put less pressure on her lower back. “Arms over your head,” he told her. She lifted both arms, wrists crossed. He wrapped the belt around them, buckling it and pulling it tight, leaving her bound.

She knew the position would create a pleasing arch in the candlelight, and she extended farther, pointing her toes, stretching her bound arms, using the muscle and flexibility she’d built in countless yoga classes.

When she looked up at him, she could see the tight peaks of her nipples pointing eagerly toward the ceiling, edged in candlelight.

Mark tilted his head, his gold eyes flicking from nipples to her face. He began to play with one of the little peaks, dancing his free hand down the line of her body, tracing his fingertips down over her ribs, the dip of her waist, pausing to tickle the rim of her belly button. “Very nice,” he purred. Desire thrummed through her at the heat in his voice.

Her arousal built as he teased her, need unfurling through her like a red satin ribbon, and she unconsciously spread her legs. He was going to touch her there, slide those long fingers into her desperate pussy, play with her clit…

“No,” he told her. “Not yet. You’re not ready yet.” He released the nipple and fisted his hand in the hair at the nape of her neck, pulling her upward as he bent for her mouth. The kiss was greedy and thoroughly dominant, all teeth and tongue and heat. The exquisite care he’d shown the night before was nowhere in evidence as he feasted on her mouth, his grip tight on her hair. Perfect.

He twisted his fist, just enough to sting, and she gasped against his lips. He drew back just a fraction. “It smells like you like that. Do you like that?”

Kate blinked up at him, her lashes fluttering.

“Yeah,” she whispered. “I do.”

“Good. So do I. I like giving you orders. I like you obeying me -- at least in the bedroom. Or wherever we happen to be when we play.” His lips took on a wicked little quirk. “I know this club in New York. One day I’m going to take you there.”

The dark little curl of his mouth put a double entendre in the words that made her pussy clench.

“Oh, yeah,” he growled, his eyes igniting at whatever he saw in her face.

Mark kissed her again, using more tooth this time, tugging her lips in gentle, pulling bites. She gasped into his mouth.

He released her lips and began to kiss his way lower, down over her chin, along the line of her jaw, nipping at the thin skin. His free hand came to rest on her throat with exquisite care. Not tightening -- she already knew he wouldn’t do that -- but suggesting that he could.

A quiver ran through her, and her eyes slid closed.

He glowed in the dark, a man in the shape of a flaming bear, exotic and erotic.

She swallowed. “What does… What does Kola think about all this?”

His mouth engulfed one nipple and began to suck hard before releasing her to say, “That this is the only way he’s ever going to get laid. But he’s not the one you need to be worried about.” One hand found the other nipple, squeezing, twisting to create a luscious little pain until it felt like her entire body was burning from the current of lust. Sucking, pulling, he raked his teeth over first one breast, then the other, rolling the nipples in his mouth.

Kate whimpered, her hips pumping with the intensity of her craving.

Mark chuckled, the sound dark, and slid his hand down between her thighs. His rumble of approval made her shiver. “Oh, yeah. I can’t wait to fuck you.” The words were rough and hard and hot. “In fact…”

He stood, lifting her as if she weighed no more than a wet towel. She felt about that limp, too, as he whirled her toward the curving arm of the divan and draped her on her belly across it.

She gasped, both bound hands grabbing air, her head spinning. It whirled even harder when he dropped to his knees on the divan seat, spread the lips of her pussy and began to feast, licking in long, wicked strokes. Up and down.

Kate squirmed helplessly, feeling an orgasm tighten like a molten spring in her pussy.

“Nope, this is awkward,” he announced. “Can’t get at you.” He caught her knees and hooked her bent legs over his shoulders.

She hung helpless over the divan’s arm as the burning pulses of a gathering climax grew stronger with each swirling pass of his tongue over and around her clit. The throbbing intensified, tearing gasps out of her mouth as she squirmed and writhed and fought the need to howl the house down.

And lost the fight as the climax seared its way up her spine and blinded her with raw delight. She was still screaming, still shaking when he pulled away, and she heard the hiss of his zipper.

There was a pause and the sound of a foil packet tearing. Panting, Kate looked over her shoulder to see him rolling the condom over his breathtaking erection. His golden gaze met hers, wild and hot, and he gave her a grin that was all teeth.

And drove the entire massive length of his cock into her, so abruptly she had to clench her teeth against another yowl.

He fucked her hard -- and kept on fucking her until the buckle jangled like bells where the belt lay wrapped around her arms. His hips hit her bare ass with a rapid slap slap slap, the sound filthy and arousing.

She closed her eyes and screamed -- and saw magic whirling around them, their joined power a storm of spinning sparks, white-hot and searing.

Mark picked up the pace, driving even deeper, right to the balls. Big as he was, it stung, but the pain was perfect. Just the right blast of sensation to send her fading orgasm pumping over another hot crest.

I could power a hell of a spell with all this… Then the thought was gone, whirling away like a leaf in a wind tunnel. There was room for no other thought than the way he felt inside her, the way his big cock pulled and tugged and stretched her with every thrust.

Mark came with a deep, grating roar through clenched teeth, stiffening against her as she writhed and shuddered, drowning in the waves of pleasure.

When the last pulses of climax faded, Mark wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. Kate turned her head, blindly seeking his mouth. He leaned in and gave it to her, tongue pushing deep. When their lips separated, she gasped, “God, Mark, that was…” And broke off when she couldn’t think of a word that did the delight justice.

Mark rumbled something deep and bearish and kissed her again, hard and possessive. Wrapping her in his arms, he just held her, and she hung in his grip, boneless, helpless. Sated.

Endless minutes later, he pulled away to dispose of the condom, then picked her up and sat down on the divan, cuddling her close.

“Sorry that was so fast,” he murmured. “Give me a bit to catch my breath and I’ll try again.”

Kate giggled in a combination of euphoria and exhaustion as she sagged against his shoulder, breathing hard, tracing a fingertip over the glow of his tattoo. “If it gets much better than that, I’m not sure I’d survive.” She sounded more than a little smug, even to herself.

“Oh, don’t worry. I’m deeply invested in your survival.”

There was something… odd in his voice, but she felt too damned good to care. She just sat there in his lap and concentrated on breathing.

Her heartbeat had barely slowed down before he started all over again.


Chapter Seven

 

After Kate kissed Mark goodnight -- he promised to come for breakfast -- she lingered at the door to watch him drive off. Then, her heart light, she bounced up the stairs two at a time.

In her joy, she found herself singing. “Deep in my Feral hearrrrt, where all my passions start, I feel your magic call. I want to give you my alllll, Alll my Feral heart…” If she butchered the Raven Garland hit -- Kate was hardly a Bard -- she was in too good a mood to care.

Almost dancing, she headed into the bedroom that had been hers since she was a kid, though her grandmother had updated the decor from its previous pastels. Now the curved, iron-framed queen bed was covered in a lovely white quilt worked with colorful sigils for peaceful sleep and pleasant dreams. The bureau, nightstand and armoire were made of a distressed gray wood, and the walls were painted white -- the better to provide a backdrop for paintings by Kate, her parents and grandparents.

As she stripped on her way to the en suite bathroom, she let herself dream of adding a painting of Mark to the collection. Preferably nude…

On second thought, no. Granddad would be scandalized.

She stripped and jumped into the shower to wash off the night’s… everything, then got dressed for bed. But her mind was churning so hard, she couldn’t sleep.

Which was when she remembered Mark’s manuscript. She grabbed her phone, pulled up the document and began to read.

* * *

There’s one great taboo among Arcanists and Ferals that goes back thousands of years: you never, ever meld a Feral with more than one Familiar at a time. My parents ignored that rule.

And they really, really shouldn’t have.

Delaneys have raised Familiar wolves in Oklahoma for the military since Talents came out of the broom closet during World War II. My Feral dad, Ben Delaney, met my Arcanist mom, Sharon Jordon, when they both attended the Talent Arts program at the University of Oklahoma. They fell in love and got married, and I was born two years later in 1990. My sister, Cindy, came along in ‘93.

I had a great childhood for the first seven years of my life. My father doted on us kids, and he taught me how to care for and connect with the Familiars we raised. I loved those wolves. So did my dad, especially when it came to Warg and Gunnolf, a pair of brothers he’d raised from cubs.

Arcs and Ferals have had a natural partnership for hundreds, maybe thousands of years. That’s because, though Ferals can form empathic connections with animals, the spell that fuses us with our Familiars requires an Arcanist to cast it. Which is why Mom did the spell to fuse Dad and Gunnolf.

At first, everything went great. Dad was a strong-willed man, and he reveled in becoming one with his wolf.

But a year later, Warg developed cancer. By the time the wolf was diagnosed, the vet told us it had spread throughout his body, and there was no saving him.

Dad was devastated. He decided he couldn’t bear to give Warg up and asked my mom to work another bonding spell. Mom thought it was a bad idea, but Dad insisted he could handle two wolves, since he’d handled the bond with Gunnolf with no trouble. After a week of bitter arguments, she gave in.

She later told me it was the worst mistake of her life.

Not long afterward, Warg died. Now, being melded with a Familiar after its death can affect your thought processes until you learn to control the spirit’s emotions and instincts. I was just eight at the time, but I remember Dad seemed angry all the time.

Then Gunnolf got shot by someone who didn’t approve of having wolves so near his kids.

That’s when we found out that all the stories were true. After that second meld, my father became a completely different man. Violent, unable to control his temper, unable to concentrate well enough to do his job and meet deadlines.

The legends were right. You can control one animal spirit. You can’t control two. Eventually, they drive you insane.

I remember when he hit my mother for the first time. Heartbroken and bewildered, Mom packed us up and left him. But she loved Dad, and he begged her to return. He cried and swore it wouldn’t happen again -- that he was just learning how to control his wolves. He’d do better.

So we went back. Mom worked hard trying to help him -- cast countless spells to bind his wolves and help him control his temper, but none of them worked. Finally she decided she couldn’t take it anymore. Dad got wind of her plans and told her she could take Cindy, but not me. Cindy was an Arc, but since I was a Feral, Dad insisted I needed to learn the business from him. And at the time, he’d never struck either of us kids.

So she took Cindy, moved to Los Angeles, and opened a business specializing in Arcanist tattoo work.

I was devastated, and so was Dad. Without my mother there to help him manage the business, he started having trouble training the other wolves. Ultimately, he lost his Arcane Corps contract -- the military brass didn’t want Familiars bred and trained by someone that unstable.

The money began running out. Mom sent checks when she could, but she couldn’t afford much because she was just getting her own business off the ground.

The trouble was, we still had thirty animals to feed. So, in his desperation and rage, my father decided to go into dogfighting.

Not only is that illegal as fuck, to Ferals it’s the worst possible betrayal of our animals. My mother later told me that when she heard the news, she knew Dad was really gone. The man she married would never have done such a thing. Wouldn’t have been capable of it.

She went to court trying to get sole custody of me, but as far as the judge was concerned, we were all allied with Satan anyway. Turned out he was a Humanist and didn’t care what happened to me to begin with.

I remember the first time I watched a dogfight. I was ten, and the wolf was one I had raised. The dog he attacked was a norm Doberman, but I still felt that dog’s pain and terror.

And I felt it die.

I was so traumatized that I exploded at my father. I demanded how he could do something like that -- hadn’t he felt the animal die?

That was the first time Dad beat the hell out of me. He’d never even spanked me before. Looking back on it, I wonder if his rage wasn’t as much at himself as at me. He had to have felt that animal die.

He told me if I told anyone -- my mom, my teachers, the cops, my sister -- he’d kill me.

I believed him.

He started acting more like a wolf than a man. Not only did he not tolerate disobedience, he didn’t tolerate my anger either. I couldn’t look as if I didn’t like what he was doing, couldn’t even smell as if I didn’t like what he was doing.

That was a real problem, because his wolves gave him a sense of smell that let him detect any emotion I felt. Deception, anger, sadness, fear -- if he scented any of that, he’d accuse me of trying to put him on a guilt trip. And he was fully capable of putting me through the wall.

Turns out beatings make a very effective feedback mechanism. I learned to control my emotions so thoroughly, they didn’t even show up in my scent. But even though I learned to hide my feelings, I still felt.

I came to hate my father. I hated feeling the animals die and watching the norms cheer and gamble about their deaths. The bloodier the fights, the more they liked it, and the more money my father made.

People sold drugs at those fights too. I’m not entirely sure when my father started dealing, but drugs -- first pot, then meth, then Oxy -- became another income stream. He always rationalized it on the basis that he had to feed me and the wolves.

Dad thought he had me thoroughly cowed. I was taller than he was by then -- I’d gotten my height from my mother’s side of the family. I started working out seriously around that time -- wanted to be able to defend myself if he came after me again. He eventually even started using me as a bouncer when the gamblers got pissed over losing their cash.

I hated the whole fucking world at that point, but I hated myself most of all. I knew what Dad was doing was wrong, cruel, and illegal, and yet I was letting it happen.

I thought about running away, but I knew if I tried it, he’d come after me. He was obsessed with the idea of me enlisting in the Arcane Corps and coming back with a big predator. He told me people would pay real money to watch a tiger tear into a dog.

He ignored the fact that it would be me doing the killing. Just like every time a dog died, it felt like I was dying. When he said that, it wasn’t the dogs I wanted to kill.

Besides, even if I ran and he didn’t catch me, he’d go on abusing those animals. And I couldn’t allow that. Couldn’t let him keep destroying people’s lives with drugs and gambling. That was when I came up with a plan -- one that would let me both get away from the bastard and stop his abuse.

It helped that my father had begun to have me video the fights so he could post them on the underground Internet sites for that kind of shit. I made sure to get shots of everyone who participated, every last asshole who watched and gambled. He had me blur people’s faces just in case, but I kept an unblurred copy.

Meanwhile, I documented everything my father was doing. The drugs he sold and who sold them to him -- the motorcycle gang he was dealing for. The day I turned eighteen, he was giddy. He told me when I got out of the Corps, I could use my Familiar to fight in the ring. “People will come from miles around to see a big magical predator fight.”

I only nodded.

I bided my time while I waited to get the orders to report to the training facility in San Diego. When I did, I shipped out. But before I left, I sent the entire package of evidence I’d amassed to the Sheriff’s Department -- all the video, all the photos, the financial records. All of it.

When the cops came to arrest him, my father manifested his wolves and attacked them. Which was stupid -- even two wolves can’t produce as stable a shell as a bear or tiger. They just don’t have the power. Still, his manifestation could probably have protected him from a single bullet.

It couldn’t protect him from sixty. He died on the scene. Many of those who dealt drugs and attended his dogfighting matches ended up getting jail time. The gang he’d dealt drugs for got swept up too.

I cried the night I saw the story on the news, but I didn’t regret what I’d done. He had to be stopped before he started killing people as well as animals. It was only a matter of time -- he’d been getting more and more violent.

What I hadn’t foreseen is that the case would come damn close to getting me tossed out of the Arcane Corps. When the news hit, the brass suspected me of participated in dogfighting, and they were going to give me a dishonorable discharge.

But I showed them proof that I’d sent the cops the evidence to take my father down. After a nerve-wracking debate, they decided I’d proved I had the kind of ruthless commitment they wanted.

You may wonder why I took the chance of melding with a Familiar after what happened to Dad. But I knew how to control my emotions -- he’d taught me that. Besides, everyone agreed it was the multiple melds that had destroyed him.

My mother feels horribly guilty for letting him talk her into it. She just hadn’t been able to imagine that the man she loved would become what he did. As for me, I was determined to make up for the wrongs we’d committed. I was going to atone. I was finally going to belong to something good and decent and right.

* * *

Kate stared down at her phone, not sure she wanted to read any more. As traumatic as her own childhood had been, she hadn’t known a fraction of the pain he had. And yet… She had to know what happened next. Thankfully, the story got a bit easier to take after that first chapter. The next hundred pages focused on his Arcane Corps training.

Part of the process was designed to discover how much Talent and empathy a Feral had. The need to test for magic meant a completely different program than the usual gung-ho bootcamp experience the Norm military used with its recruits.

Mark had been required to use his Talent to help badly psychologically scarred and violent norm dogs and teach them to trust people again. Training the animals helped him heal as much as it had the dogs, and he finally made peace with what he’d done.

The military’s testing confirmed that his magic was incredibly powerful -- and so was his self-control. After that, there’d been a more typical battlefield training phase: endurance, speed and strength challenges, marksmanship, live fire exercises… the whole gamut. Again, the self-discipline he’d learned at such personal expense allowed him to come through the training with flying colors.

Until he’d been rewarded with a plum assignment: a polar bear, the most magically powerful animal in the Corps’ furry arsenal.

* * *

To form a successful bond with a big predator Familiar, you’ve got to do it when they’re cubs, hand-feeding them and establishing an emotional connection before the Arcanists perform the spell that binds you.

Which is how I ended up walking into his mother’s enclosure with her Feral partner. Bill Patterson introduced me to the six-hundred-pound female polar bear he’d named Snow White. I touched her mind with my Talent while she determined if I could be trusted with her cub.

It was probably the most nerve-wracking test of courage I’d confronted in training. If Snow rejected me, I was screwed. Plus, I defy anyone not to be intimidated by a mama polar bear.

The Inuit have been breeding bear Familiars for thousands of years, first as hunting partners, now for combat. The result was an animal more intelligent and less aggressive than a normal bear, but you still wouldn’t want to piss them off.

Bill wouldn’t have let her attack me, but…

Luckily, Mama Snow liked what she sensed, and soon I was leaning against her furry side with her cub in my lap. It was hard to believe the twenty-pound ball of fluff would ever become a thousand-plus pounds of bear.

The cub’s eyes were huge and black, gazing up into mine as I fed him a bottle of formula loaded with fat and nutrients, plus assorted potions designed to encourage brain development. Everything a growing Familiar needs.

As I gave him his bottle, I reached out with my Talent, trying to sense his emotions in the initial level of the bond I hoped to build. I’d been doing it for years with Dad’s dogs, but a bear cub was entirely different.

Especially when I felt him reaching back with his own Familiar Talent. Just the touch of that innocent, curious mind made me feel… clean. He was everything I’d ever longed for as a lonely, abused kid. I knew I’d never be alone again.

The feeling grew even more intense once the Corps Arcanists performed the ritual that bound our spirits. We spent the next two years training together, learning to create manifestations of increasing power as Kola grew.

Then we went to war. On paper, at least, the bear was never in direct combat -- he was usually in an aircraft somewhere far overhead, but inside our psychic range. I did the actual fighting, going up against Caliphate sorcerers and Ferals with my M16 and our manifestation. But he was always with me, sharing my emotions, my thoughts, my fears.

I haven’t been alone since.

* * *

Mark described the missions he worked -- the ones that weren’t classified, anyway. He talked about the Afghan and Iraqi civilians he’d met, along with the translators, Ferals and Arcanists of his Arcane Corps team.

Some of his experiences horrified her, but none more than his description of the Magically Enhanced Explosive Device that hit the MRAP he and Kola were traveling in. His description of their injuries and the bear’s death brought tears to her eyes as he’d hauled Kola into his body and clung until they melded, becoming an entirely new being, a blend of bear and man.

Mark had been right. The discipline he’d learned as a boy again stood him in good stead, allowing him to weather Kola’s confusion and anger at being trapped in a human’s body. His Arcane Corps doctors proclaimed him fit for duty, and he’d gone on to serve two more tours.

When she reached the end of the unfinished manuscript, Kate sat feeling dazed.

Am I falling in love with Mark Delaney?

The thought made Kate freeze as a wave of vulnerability and irrational fear swept over her. People she loved either betrayed her -- or died.

Stop it. It’s only been a couple of days, her rational side argued. Nobody falls in love that fast.

Nobody.

* * *

“Jonah tells me romancing the Arc is going well,” Foster said when Mark called in to report two days later, a certain snide amusement in his tone. “Says she’s got a kinky streak. Which evidently suits you.”

“Yes, I’m making good progress,” Mark replied, ruthlessly controlling his fury. Even Foster couldn’t smell his emotions over the phone, but Mark had discovered that if he didn’t maintain control, he could lose it when he was surprised. Deep cover could come with some very unpleasant surprises. “I think she’s beginning to fall for me.” More like I’m falling for her.

“He also says you haven’t even mentioned looking at the ward yet.” Now the edge in the Feral’s voice was considerably sharper.

“You did give me two weeks,” Mark pointed out. “If I try to jump the gun before she’s ready, it won’t go well. Kate’s not an idiot. Once she gets a look at that spell, she’s going to know what it does. It’ll take more than a couple of days of good sex to get her to court a possible death sentence. She’s worth the wait. Kate is one of the most powerful Arcanists I’ve ever met.”

“Unfortunately, the Witch Hunters don’t particularly give a fuck about your timetable. They killed another one of my dealers an hour ago.” Foster’s voice dropped into a vicious grizzly bear rumble -- Rommel expressing their shared displeasure. “They’ll pay for that, but an Arcanist on our team would give me another weapon to deploy. Will you be able to get this woman to cooperate? Because if you can’t, I’m going to have to consider other options.”

“What do you have in mind?” It took real work, but Mark managed to sound as if he didn’t particularly give a shit.

“Jonah says she’d do anything to protect that grandfather of hers.”

“He’s right.” Denying it would only make Foster suspicious. “That said, I’d like to point out that pissing off an Arcanist can end badly.” Remember Rommel’s death, motherfucker?

“Yes, I know,” Foster snarled -- evidently he did. “But she’s also a woman, and women are easily frightened. Particularly when it comes to eight feet of glowing bear.”

“Not sure I’d trust a spell cast by someone whose grandfather I was threatening to kill.”

“I can read sigils,” Foster said dismissively. “If she tries anything like that, I’ll know it. Then I’d teach her the error of her ways.”

And I’d crack your skull between Kola’s teeth like a pistachio. “Well, yeah, but obtaining her willing cooperation would pay off more in the long run. If it doesn’t work, we can always go harder.”

“Good point. You have the rest of the week. If she’s not over here casting that spell by this weekend, I’m done waiting.” He hung up.

Mark sat forward and braced his elbows on his knees as he worked to control his fury and building desperation. He’d thought he’d have at least another week.

Dammit, I’m going to have to tell her the truth to get her to take Eli and run. But if Jonah overheard… Fuck.

Then he winced as another thought occurred to him. I’m going to have to talk to Jimmy first or the FBI’s going to lose its collective shit.

If he blew up the op -- and it was looking increasingly like he might have to -- Mark owed them a heads-up.

Go find out where Jonah is, he told Kola. He didn’t have time for his usual elaborate precautions, but he had no intention of being stupid either. The bear slipped from him and cloaked his magic, vanishing into the twilight. He watched through Kola’s magical senses as the bear slid invisibly through the woods, wary and alert.

He found the lion crouching, barely manifested, among the rose bushes in the Victorian’s back garden. Jonah himself was farther back in the woods, reclining on a sleeping bag, killing a six-pack and playing on his phone, letting Ripper keep watch. Kola thinned his own manifestation even more, trying to mute any magic that might attract either Jonah or Ripper’s attention, maintaining just enough cohesion to let him perceive what was going on.

As they watched, the lion rose and paced up to the wall of the house, then stepped into it, swirling through the barrier as if it wasn’t even there.

Shit. What the fuck is he up to? Mark tensed, preparing to charge in and defend Kate. But before he could move, the cat strolled out again, tail lashing. Ripper padded out into the woods where Jonah waited, butting his maned head against the Feral. Jonah gave him an absent ear scratch, his voice carrying clearly to Kola’s bear hearing. “Too bad the bitch can see magic. Otherwise, I’d send you in to watch her shower. See what Marky-Mark’s gettin’ so hot and bothered about.”

Oh, you fucker. I’m going to end you. One day real soon.

Mark didn’t dare tell Kate what was going on anywhere Ripper could spy on them. If the lion attenuated his magic enough, Kola would have a hard time perceiving him. Even texting or emailing her was problematic. Though Ripper couldn’t read, Jonah could see whatever his Familiar saw. And if she gave any visible reaction to what she read -- dismay, anger, anything -- Jonah could get his hands on her phone and Mark’s cover would be blown.

But he had to figure something out. Kate was running out of time. Keep an eye on the fucker, he told Kola.

Retreating to the rental’s bathroom, he pulled out his phone and entered the code into the calculator app. Spookchat came up and he started typing. Jimmy replied a moment later. What have you got?

Fingers flying over the virtual keyboard, Mark outlined the problem.

The agent typed back, What do you want me to do about it?

Move up the timetable.

Identified the alchemist?

Negative.

Then no.

Damnit, he’d known Jimmy was going to be a prick about this. You going to let two innocent civilians die?

Not civilians. Arcanists.

PEOPLE, you prick. I’M GOING TO SAVE HER.

Without help? You may be a badass, but two Ferals and a couple dozen assholes with AR-15s are badder.

I’ll goddamn do what I have to do. I don’t give a fuck. I’ve done things to take these pricks down I’ve hated, but letting those two die won’t be one of them.

Want to go to prison for what you HAVE done? That last hit on the Witch Hunters…

Want to be on CNN, Fox, ABC, NBC, CBS, YouTube?

Do you? Does YOUR boss want the publicity?

I guarantee Nate Carter wouldn’t sacrifice two people just to avoid bad PR. You gonna help me save her or not?

If you blow this op, you will never work for us again.

Don’t care. You gonna help or do I take care of business by myself?

I have to talk to the SAC.

Mark spent the next half hour pacing the floor and trying to figure out what the hell he was going to do. At last, a new speech bubble appeared on the app screen. SAC says he’s been reviewing the streams and agrees about the danger to the civilians. But you need to come in for a meet. He needs intel.

No. I can’t leave Eli and Kate. God knows what Jonah would do.

Look, if we move in, it’s going to be a major op. We can’t plan it without a detailed situation report we can’t get over goddamn text.

Shit. The bastard had a point. If they went in with incomplete information, agents could get dead. Fine. I’ll be there in an hour.

* * *

Jonah lifted his head, frowning, as Mark’s motorcycle roared into the night, moving fast. What the fuck? After the way the bastard had spent damn near every minute of the past forty-eight hours with Kate, he’d expected the son of a bitch to head back over to screw her some more. So where the hell was he going now?

Frowning, he pulled at his own phone and started texting. M just drove off on his bike. Want me to track him?

No. Need u 2 come back here. Going 2 dance with WH.

Huh. An op on the Witch Hunters? Could be interesting. But he frowned as he listened to the fading roar of Mark’s FXSTB. Foster had a blind spot the size of a truck where that son of a bitch was concerned. Jealousy churned in Jonah’s gut, tasting of acid.

The fucker’s a cop. He has to be. Anybody who’d turn his own daddy in…

No, Mark hadn’t smelled guilty when Foster had asked him point-blank if he was law, but maybe he had some kind of charm or something. Maybe that was what that spell on his chest did. Kept him from smelling like a lie.

But when Jonah had floated that idea, his brother had laughed in his face. “That thing’s just a protection spell. Can’t you read sigils? Besides, I’ve never met a liar that could fool my nose. And that includes you, little brother.”

Dumbass. Jonah had never thought Foster was gullible, but the thing with Mark was making him wonder. The problem was, Foster thought he was smart. Always had to make everything more complicated that it needed to be.

Take this thing with the Arcanist. If it had been Jonah, he’d have manifested and roared at the little bitch. She’d have pissed herself and done whatever the hell he wanted. Nobody argued with a fucking lion. Well, at least he was going to get an opportunity to kill some Witch Hunters. The night wouldn’t be a total loss.

Though he’d still like to know where that shit Mark was going. With a sigh, Jonah called Ripper and loped off through the woods toward his own bike.

* * *

Power boiled in Zoe Maddox’s throat, just begging to be used. Her entire body seemed to vibrate, and whenever she closed her eyes, magic popped and fizzed in the air around her, a silent Fourth of July. So. Much. Power.

I can make anybody do anything, she thought, energy singing through her entire body. I could make Foster give me anything I want. Transfer thousands to my bank and get the hell away from these bastards.

No, that was crazy. The spell would eventually wear off, and Foss would hunt her down and kill her. The man was a violent asshole, no matter how good he was in bed. True, sometimes she liked that, but sometimes she damned well didn’t. But the Booster made it all worthwhile. God, this stuff was good. The alchemist was worth twice whatever Foster was paying.

The bedroom door slammed opened and Foss himself barged in. “What the fuck are you doing in bed? It’s goddamn eight o’clock. Get up, we’re hitting the Witch Hunters tonight, and I need you to…”

Zoe stared, dazzled by the whirl of magic blazing around him in the hulking shape of his grizzly. “Don’t worry,” she said dreamily. “I’ve got so much power I can make all those assholes just throw their guns away.”

The big man’s eyes narrowed. “Fuck. How much Booster did you take? I told you that you could have one pill!”

She sat up, smiling dreamily. “I only took four.”

The slap came out of nowhere, knocking her right off the bed. Zoe hit the floor, barely getting her hands up in time to protect her head from slamming on the hardwood.

“You fucking idiot!” Foster roared. “When are you going to learn to obey orders? Exactly. To the letter. No adding on little flourishes! If you don’t shape your ass up, I’ll dump what’s left of you in that goddamn lake to feed the fucking bass.”

He turned to stalk toward the door as Zoe staggered to her feet, a wash of icy panic slicing through her high. Oh God, she couldn’t lose him too. “Foss, take me with you! I can…”

He pivoted back toward her, his yellow eyes narrow and cold. “Only an idiot goes into combat high. Especially when you don’t even do combat magic to begin with. I needed you to do one thing -- control your fucking addiction -- and you couldn’t even get that right.”

Foster stalked out, slamming the door behind him.

Numbly, Zoe sank down on the bed, eyes and nose running from the pain of his slap as her shoulders began to shake. She could feel the skin on her jaw going tight, swelling with the beginning of a bruise.

Damnit, ever since she’d signed on to do that fucking reality show, everything she’d tried had gone down in flames. First there’d been the bullshit with Jackson Gilbert and the political schemes that had blown up in all their faces. She’d barely escaped being charged as an accessory. Then when that Arcane Island documentary hit the air six months ago, she’d lost all her TikTok sponsors and most of her seventy thousand followers.

Tears rolling down her face, she climbed painfully to her feet and crept out of the bedroom. She paused, listening. Downstairs, Foster and his men were talking as they geared up for the planned raid.

“Delaney coming with us?”

“No,” Jonah said, his voice acid with sarcasm. “He’s got better things to do.”

“Considering that all the ward spells are getting weaker every day, yes, he does have something better to do,” Foster said, his bear adding a menacing rumble under his voice.

As she looked over the banister, he glanced up, apparently having heard or scented her. “Have dinner waiting for us when we get back. If you’re too stoned to sing, at least you can sober up and cook.”

Zoe hunched miserably as he started toward the door, followed by fifteen members of his crew, all wearing body armor and carrying bags bulging with weapons. Yeah, this was a major op. She’d really fucked up. “What time should I have dinner on the table?”

“Whenever we get the hell home.” They trooped out and the door slammed behind them.

Her emotions swung from despair to rage with the abruptness she’d learned to expect from Booster. He meant it this time. She’d known she was on thin ice when she’d failed with that old bitch Helen.

He’s gonna kill me. Maybe not today, but eventually. He’s going to kill me. I really will end up in the lake. I’m going to die.

I’ve got to run. Now. While he’s gone. Otherwise I’m dead.

She’d failed. Again. Where the hell was she going to go? And what if he came after her? She knew way too much about his operation.

I should never have come back to Wolf Springs. And I sure as hell never should have gotten involved with another fucking criminal. This prick isn’t even rich, and at least Jackson didn’t beat me.

If only I’d been able to make Helen cooperate. If I’d just taken enough Booster first… That was my mistake.

Wait a minute.

Kate. What if I drive over to the bitch’s house and make her reinforce the ward? For a moment, Zoe pictured the delight on Foster’s face when he came back to find the wards refreshed and the little bitch firmly under Zoe’s thumb…

She could do it. With the four pills she’d taken, she could do anything. That was why she’d taken so much to begin with -- she’d wanted to make absolutely sure everyone she sang to would do exactly as she said.

But… What about Mark? That big bastard scared her more than Foster. He was the coldest man she’d ever met. There was this look in his eyes sometimes -- just completely fucking ruthless. That look was the reason why Foster never believed Jonah when he swore Mark was a cop. Mark was a killer. You could see it in his eyes.

But… Hey, Jonah said he’d gone somewhere, right? Mark was gone, and Foster and the men were gone. Zoe would never get a better chance to redeem herself.

But what if this doesn’t work? The thought sent a chill through her. Well, if it didn’t, she’d just get her shit and get out.

Anyway, maybe Foster wouldn’t find out right away. And by the time he did, she could be long gone. She’d just have to start over somewhere else. Far from home, from anyone she knew. With nothing. Again. The thought was depressing, but it was what it was. She’d landed on her feet before, and she’d do it again.

I could always try grifting. I’ve got the voice for it -- I could make some norm millionaire believe anything I told him, and God knows I’ve got the looks. Maybe I should just run and find a good mark. Then I wouldn’t have to worry about Foster killing me when he gets back.

But then I wouldn’t be able to get Booster. Shit. I need the Booster. All this power…

Yeah. Kate. I’ll make Kate help me.


Chapter Eight

 

Kate was sitting on the front porch swing, taking a moment to enjoy the night air and re-reading Mark’s manuscript on her phone. She’d had better plans for the night, but Mark had texted her to say something had come up he needed to take care of.

The sound of an engine drew her attention. When she looked up, a car she didn’t recognize was pulling into the drive. She frowned, eyeing it. That was a BMW 3301 xDrive. Stefan had driven one like it. It was sure as hell too expensive for anyone who lived in Wolf Springs. A woman got out of the car, tall and slim. Her hair tumbled around her shoulders like a pale waterfall in the moonlight. As she walked into the light of the porch, Kate realized she was flat-out gorgeous.

Social media influencer, maybe? She looked that perfectly put together, from the ice-blue silk blouse to the needle-sharp stilettos she wore under her slacks. “Hi!” the visitor called in a rich, melodic voice. “I’m lost. What street is this? I really have no idea where I am.”

Well, Kate could believe that much. Where the hell was she headed, a photo shoot? Rising, Kate stuffed her phone in her jeans pocket and headed down the porch steps. “Where are you headed?”

The woman waved her hands in a vague gesture. “Oh, there’s this party at this big house out in the woods around here. I would really appreciate it if you’d come with me and show me the way.”

And leave Eli? Not likely. “I’m sorry, that just isn’t possible. My…”

Before she could get the next word out of her mouth, the woman leaned in and said earnestly, “But I’m just no good with directions, and I really, really need help.” She caught one of Kate’s hands in hers and stared deeply, uncomfortably, into her eyes.

“I’m sorry, I really can’t. Look, that’s a Beamer. I know it’s got a nav system.” Yet somehow, she found herself weakening. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt…

“Please?” Her voice rolled over Kate, hypnotic, beautiful, persuasive. Fascinating. Making her want to just… listen. “I’m really a very, very nice person and I’m extremely lost.”

She did sound very, very nice. Something about that voice… And the desperation in her eyes was unmistakable. She must be really lost. And yet, something didn’t quite seem… “I don’t understand,” Kate said, struggling to concentrate as her thoughts seemed to clog in her head.

But leaving Granddad was a non-starter, no matter how nice the woman seemed. God knew what he’d get into while she was gone. The woman stared at her, eyes narrowing with a flash of something ugly before they went wide and helpless with anxiety. The fingers gripping Kate’s hand tightened. “Listen to me. My life is in danger. If you don’t help me, I’m going to die. They’re going to kill me. Just the way they killed your grandmother. I don’t deserve to die. You want to help me.”

The fear in the woman’s voice made Kate catch her breath in sympathy. The poor girl was in so much danger. “Yeah, yeah, sure. I’ll be glad to help.”

A brilliant smile bloomed across the woman’s face. She clamped down on Kate’s hand and turned to tow her toward the Beamer. “I knew you’d help. They all said you’re just the sweetest thing. Come on, I’ll drive us…”

The darkness seemed to close in around them, and unease stirred in Kate. What if Granddad woke up and wandered off? “But I can’t… I can’t leave my… My grandfather…” The thought helped her focus. “I can’t leave my grandfather.”

Long nails dug into her hand as the woman’s big blue eyes met hers again. “We’ll only be gone a minute. He won’t even know you’re gone. And this is so important. You have no idea how vital it is that you help me with this before he kills me.”

“But my grandfather…”

“Would Granddad want you to let me die?”

The question seemed to jam into Kate’s skull like an ice pick. “Of course… Of course not.”

“See? It’s all going to be fine. It won’t take ten minutes and you’ll be back here before he even knows you’re gone.” Then she stopped in her tracks. “Wait a minute, you’ll need your magic stuff.”

It felt as if Kate’s head was wrapped in thick wet cotton. Her thoughts felt sodden. “My magic stuff? What? I don’t…”

“You’re going to need to cast a spell. You need your materials.”

None of this made sense, and she didn’t know why. Why was it so hard to think? “What kind of spell?”

“One to keep him from killing me. Let’s get your stuff. Don’t you have a bag? You Arcs always have a bag.”

Something’s wrong. This is… This just isn’t good.

The woman was staring into her face, eyes hard and narrow with concentration. “Do you want me to die, Kate? Do you want my death on your conscience? He said he was going to kill me and throw me in that lake for the bass. Do you want to swim where my corpse is rotting, Kate?”

“No.” Even if something was wrong, the blonde was completely serious about dying. He was going to kill her, and Kate had to stop him. Had to cast this spell. She didn’t want anyone’s life on her conscience. “Okay. Let me get my bag.”

She turned and headed into the house, then down the stairs into the basement studio, the woman at her heels keeping up a constant stream of chatter.

“You’ll need your airbrush and infrared paint,” her visitor said. “This spell is outside on a wall, and you’ll have to paint it.”

Kate frowned, knowing she needed something more. Why was it so hard to think? Fuck it, I’ll figure it out.

She loaded the airbrush and bottles of infrared paint into her backpack, then swung it over one shoulder. The blonde herded her back outside to the Beamer, never shutting up the whole time. “This means so much to me! I’m so grateful. You’re a lifesaver -- I’d don’t know what I’d do if you weren’t so nice…”

I’m forgetting something. What am I forgetting?

* * *

The woman -- she said her name was Zoe -- kept up a stream of chatter the whole time they drove, her voice washing over Kate like a warm, hypnotic tide. She spoke about how frightened she was, and how her lover had threatened to kill her. She spoke of the spell he’d laid on the outer wall of his compound and how it was designed to keep Zoe a prisoner.

“Look, he hit me this evening. See?” And in the light of the dash, Kate could see a bruise swelling the side of Zoe’s exquisite face. Why hadn’t she noticed that before?

Looking at the woman’s profile, it hit Kate that she looked somehow familiar. Where do I know her from?

“If you do this for me, it’ll make him so happy. He won’t kill me then.”

“You need to leave him,” Kate told her. “If he’s threatening to kill you…”

“But if you renew the spell, he won’t be mad at me anymore,” Zoe said earnestly.

Kate frowned, her mind struggling to work through the fog that has surrounded her. “I thought you said the spell was keeping you from leaving? Wait, you’re here, so you must have left…”

“I never said that.”

“Yes, you did.”

“You’re mistaken. I didn’t say that.”

“Oh. Yeah, sorry.” Something’s wrong. Something about this is wrong.

But as the blonde went on talking, the feeling of wrongness slid away. She was so afraid, and it really wouldn’t take long to fix the ward…

“Except I’m going to have to break it first,” Kate said out loud. “I can’t just work magic on top of somebody else’s spell. Then I’ll have to lay it myself. That’s going to take time, and if it’s a big spell, there’s going to be…”

“You can do it,” Zoe told her. “I have confidence in you. Mark says you have a lot of power -- a lot more than our first Arc.”

“You know Mark?” Kate frowned. “How do you know Mark?”

“Shit,” Zoe muttered, then gave her a wide, gleaming smile. “Mark? Who’s Mark?”

“You said Mark said I had a lot of power.” Yeah, there’s definitely something wrong here…

But the blonde started chattering again, and the thought of Mark slipped away, leaving Kate floating in a limpid, dreamy pool of Zoe’s voice, so rich and warm that just listening to her was a pleasure.

“You wouldn’t believe how good this guy is in bed,” Zoe said. “I mean, he can go all night long. Best lover I’ve ever had…”

“Do I know you from somewhere?” Kate interrupted. The thought had grown stronger the longer she’d looked at her. “Maybe television? You’re pretty enough to be on TV.”

The blonde’s long fingers tightened on the wheel. “Oh, no. Maybe you saw me on TikTok. I’m real big on TikTok.”

That was the last time Kate was able to get a word in edgewise for the next ten minutes. Zoe’s voice poured over her like caramel as she talked about the man she described as handsome and seductive when she wasn’t talking about how vicious and terrifying he was.

Finally they came to a stop in front of a high brick wall with a massive gate. A broad, smooth plaster border ran along the middle of the structure, the kind often used as a surface for magical wards on corporate headquarters. Yet there was no visible sign of any spell, so it must have been worked in infrared paint.

A man emerged from the guardhouse beside the gate. He wore some kind of black paramilitary uniform complete with body armor and an AR-15. Kate would have thought he looked like a soldier except for the bushy brown beard and the tattoos that covered his face and bald head. His expression suggested he ate kittens for breakfast.

A shaft of unease managed to pierce Kate’s strange, floating high.

“The spell is written on that border,” Zoe told her. “That’s what you’re going to need to replace.”

“Uhhhh,” Kate said, watching the guard stalk toward the car, “He doesn’t look happy.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of him.”

The man made an impatient rolling gesture with one hand, apparently a signal for Zoe to lower her window. When she obeyed, he leaned down to look in the car. “What the hell you doing, Zoe?” His cold black eyes flicked to Kate and narrowed. “Who the fuck is that?”

“My friend here is going to fix the ward.”

The thug frowned. “The boss didn’t say nothin’ about that to me. Get out of the car.”

Zoe flung her door open. “For your information, Foster told me to go get her. He also said he’d told you to clear us through.”

“No, he didn’t.” But the man was beginning to look a little confused.

“Yes, he did, Sam. You just forgot.”

Thick brows snapped down. “You trying to Bard me, bitch?”

“Of course not,” Zoe said, her voice rich and low. “You just forgot what he told you. You know you forget things.”

Sam blinked, his gaze going vague. “I forgot?”

The hell? Suddenly thinking was easier, and Kate closed her eyes, automatically checking for magic. And froze. In the darkness, Zoe blazed with magic, especially around the throat. Long tendrils of magic stretched from her neck to encircle the guard’s bald head. All the pieces came together in Kate’s mind with a click that was almost audible. She’s a Bard. Why didn’t I think to look?

But she knew the answer. Zoe had snowed her under so fast with all that Bard Talent, Kate hadn’t even had time to get suspicious. She’d only been able to break the woman’s hold when Zoe had been forced to divert her magic on the guard.

Oh, hell -- Zoe! It’s Zoe Maddox, the Bard from that Arcane Island reality show, Kate realized. She’d seen the documentary on Netflix several months ago.

“You know how much Foster needs that ward repaired,” Zoe was saying, her tone earnest as her magic swirled around the guard like a storm.

Jesus, what did I get myself into? I’ve got to get away from these people. But the minute she gets done with him, she’ll snow me under again. I’ve got to do something…

Heart pounding, Kate snaked both hands down into her gear bag and groped until she found the X-Acto knife she carried in case she needed her blood for a spell. Gripping the little scalpel-like blade, she sliced the point across the index finger of the other hand, ignoring the hot, bright sting.

Moving slowly so as not to draw attention, she withdrew her bleeding hand and slipped it beneath her hair under her right ear, then sketched the three sigils for BLOCK along her carotid. Quickly, she did the same beneath the other ear.

It felt as if her ears popped as the last shreds of the Bard’s spell blew away. What the hell was so important about that wall? She closed her eyes again and studied the smooth border running along its length. Instantly, sigils appeared, glowing dimly against the darkness.

Some nasty sigils there. Frowning, she deciphered them, and felt a wave of icy realization chill her. Oh, my God, that’s a death spell. It would kill anyone who tried to enter without the proper charms. Luckily it was weak -- it would probably collapse within the next few days, but it was still a death spell.

And Zoe wanted her to reinforce that? Casting that kind of spell carried the only Federal death penalty left on the books. Zoe was completely focused on the guard now, humming under her breath. Apparently, the thug was fighting her hold. But then, he’d known she was a Bard.

This is the only chance I’m going to get. Without pausing to think about the risk she was running, Kate threw herself over the gearshift to land behind the wheel. She slammed the car into reverse, roared backward, did a K-turn, and sped off.

Glancing at the rearview mirror, she saw Zoe whirl and take two running steps after her as if to give chase, only to stop as she realized it was pointless. The guard just stared after the car, his mouth hanging open. Too snowed under to react. Thank God.

Zoe whirled back toward the guard and screeched so loud, it was audible over the engine roar. “Stop her, you fucking idiot! Stop her now before she gets away!”

The guard snapped awake and lifted the rifle. Swearing, Kate swerved the car even as she heard the sharp crack. A hole appeared in the windshield -- on the passenger side, thank God. She stomped the gas pedal to the floor and redlined the Beamer.

* * *

Zoe stared after the car’s retreating taillights in horror. Oh God, Foster’s going to put a bullet in my head. I’ve got to go get the bitch back.

And what if she reports us? Foster may own the Sheriff, but if she goes to the FBI… Fuck, fuck fuck! And this time I will go to jail. Fighting panic, she tried to think over the deafening crack of the guard’s rifle. No, wait, she’ll have to go home, get that grandfather of hers. She won’t leave without him.

The guard lowered his rifle and swore. “She got away. I hit the car, but I don’t think…”

Zoe grabbed the guard’s collar. He jerked away and whirled to glare at her, no longer under her spell thanks to the adrenaline rush. Zoe punched every bit of power she had into her voice. “Go get your car. We have to go after that bitch and get her and her grandfather.”

He fought her, snarling, “You bespelled me, didn’t you, you stupid cunt?”

“She wouldn’t have been able to break my hold if you hadn’t distracted me, asshole! Now we have to fix this before Foster kills both of us!” Zoe’s head was pounding savagely -- the Booster was wearing off. She grabbed for the dregs of her power and pushed. “NOW!”

“We need to call the boss,” Sam said stubbornly, though he was starting to look a little dazed. Thank God, he was going under again!

“And tell him that you let her get away?” Zoe snapped. “You missed her. And it’s a damn good thing you did, or the plan would be completely blown.”

He blinked at her slowly. Definitely going under. “What plan?”

Zoe might survive this -- if they could just catch the bitch and make her fix the spell before Foster got back. “The plan to take her grandfather hostage and make her repair the ward,” she hissed through her teeth.

* * *

It was hard as hell driving the unfamiliar car at top speed down the winding road, but Kate kept the Beamer floored. I have to get to Eli. We’ve got to get the hell out of town before that bitch comes after us.

But why? Who are those people? Who has death spells on walls and guards with assault rifles and body armor? As she took turns at top speed, her heart thundering in her chest, the questions kept coming. Who are those people? Why is some Bard from a reality show in Wolf Springs? What’s going on here?

Suddenly a memory popped into her mind: Eli’s face, darkening with anger. “It was one of those bastard Lloyd brothers. Or their thugs.” He’d been so convinced Foster Lloyd had tried to kill Grandmother, he’d tried to cast a death spell on the man. Kate hadn’t listened because he’d also said Mark and a UFO had been responsible. But what if he was right? What if Zoe had tried to make Grandma refresh that ward? What if they’d killed her to keep her quiet? That spell certainly hadn’t been Grandmother’s magic.

But why? That wall had been expensive, and it had looked like it stretched some distance. And death spell wards were really expensive because the penalties for casting one were so steep. Granddad was right all along. And so was Mark. I should have listened to him, taken Granddad and left town. We’ve got to get out of here. And I need to call the Sheriff…

Another memory popped into her head -- the last time Grandfather had insisted the Lloyds were involved. She’d told him Sheriff Carmichael had assured her Jonah and Foster weren’t involved because they were farmers. The old man had snorted. “They certainly cultivated Carmichael.”

Wouldn’t Carmichael have known if someone had cast an enormous death spell right in the middle of his county?

What we need is a bulletproof bear between us and whatever the Lloyds are doing. “Hey, Siri, call Mark,” she said to her phone.

“Calling Mark.”

But the call went directly to voice mail.

Figures, she thought savagely. That was just the way her night was going. “Call me! Somebody’s trying to kill me!” She hung up. “Siri, call Granddad.”

“Calling Granddad.”

He picked up on the first ring. “Katie? Where are you? I woke up and you weren’t here.”

Thank God, he sounded alert. Tracking. “There’s trouble. We have to get out of town now. Pack a suitcase and your magical gear and put them in the car.”

“Wait, what?” There was outright fear in his voice now. “Kate, what the hell is going on?”

“You were right. I think the Lloyds killed Grandma because she wouldn’t cast a death spell for them.”

“What? What makes you…?”

“This Bard just put a spell on me -- that’s why I left without telling you. She wanted me to reinforce a spell somebody laid on a huge wall around some kind of complex. I think it may have been the Bradshaw place, come to think of it. Judging by the sigils, it was a ward designed to kill anybody who tried to enter without a charm. But there was a gate guard, and when she got out to deal with him, I jumped in the driver’s seat and stole her car. Granddad, the guard shot at me. They’re probably right behind me. We need to be ready to go the minute I get back.”

“Shit.” Her grandfather never swore when he spoke to her, at least not when he was tracking. “Hang up and call Mark. I’ll pack.”

“I just got voicemail, but I’ll try him again.”

Eli disconnected and she ordered Siri to call Mark. Again, she got voice mail. “Call me!” she screamed, her voice savage. “Granddad wasn’t crazy when he said the Lloyds killed Helen. This woman, the Bard from the Arcane Island documentary, Zoe Maddox. She bespelled me…” Quickly, she filled in the details. “And now they’re going to want to kill me to keep me from talking about that ward. I think that must be why Grandma was shot. They asked her to reset the ward and she refused, because no way would my grandmother have anything to do with that thing. And they murdered her. Call me!”

Five minutes later, Kate roared up Eli’s driveway, hitting the brakes so hard the Beamer fishtailed. She grabbed her magic bag and jumped out, swinging it over her shoulder as she sprinted into the garage.

Eli stood in front of the trunk of his car, clutching the portrait he’d painted of Grandmother in her wedding dress.

“Have you finished packing the car?” Kate demanded.

“I was getting things from the studio we need. I couldn’t leave Helen.”

With a sinking heart, she saw that his eyes were vague. Stress crashes him every time. “Fuck it, we’ll just buy new clothes. We can’t buy a new blood supply. Do you have a gun?”

“Gun? No, Helen made me get rid of it when the doctors…”

“Fine. Get in the car.” Airport. They had to get to the airport. “Have you got your ID? You’ll need your ID to fly. I need my purse. And your meds.” His potion wasn’t due to be refilled for three weeks, and she doubted the insurance company would pay for another prescription just because they were running from criminals. Those bastards weren’t thrilled about paying for a five-thousand-dollar potion to begin with.

“Fly? Where are we going?”

“Away from here before they kill us!” She opened the Ford’s door, threw the bag inside, then ducked around Granddad to race up the garage stairs into the kitchen. Swinging the refrigerator door open, she dropped to her knees and grabbed the fire safe, then started to reach for the jug of juice.

And heard the roar of an engine gunning up the driveway. “Shit!” Kate leaped to her feet, tucked the safe under her arm, and took the stairs back down into the garage three at a time.

Just as a battered Toyota screeched to a stop behind Eli’s Ford. Zoe Maddox leaped out, lifted a gun, and pointed it at her grandfather’s head. “Get in the fucking car, bitch, or I will blow his goddamn head off!” As the guard got out of the passenger side, the Bard shot him a hard look. “Get the old guy.”

The big man strode over to grab Eli by an arm with one hand and shoved a handgun into his face with the other. The old man cowered, staring at him in bewilderment and terror. “What are you doing? I didn’t do anything!”

Shit shit shit! “Don’t hurt him!”

“You come here,” Zoe snarled, her face flushed, eyes wide with fear and rage. “You’re coming with us or we’re going to put a bullet in this old fart’s skull. Do not test me, bitch!”

Hands raised, Kate obeyed, her mind working frantically. How could she get them out of this? I can’t cast a death spell ward! What if it kills someone? Shit piss fuck! But I can’t let them kill Eli either.

“Get over here,” Zoe shrieked even as Kate started toward him. “What’s in the fire safe?”

“His potion! He’s sick… Please, he has Holt’s. He’s innocent. Just… Just let him go, and I’ll do whatever you say…”

Zoe laughed harshly. “You think I’ll trust you after what you tried to pull? I’m not an idiot.” She jerked open the Toyota’s back door and motioned with the gun for Kate to get in. “None of this was necessary. This is your own damned fault. All you had to do was fix the ward. That’s it! But no, you had to be a smartass. Another damned Arcanist smartass fucking up my life, just like that bitch, Ariel. Well, not this time. Get in, or we will blow his brains all over the yard!”

“I’d better search them first,” the guard rumbled. “They had plenty of time to get a weapon. Could be something in that safe.”

“It’s just a potion!” Kate protested.

“Why would you keep a potion in a safe?” the guard demanded.

“He has Holt’s! He’d try to take it too many times and overdose.”

“Open the fucking safe.”

Her hands were shaking so hard, it took her three times to enter the correct code. But when the door finally popped open, the muzzle of a gun shoved against the back of her head. “Give me that safe,” Zoe snarled.

Mouth dry, Kate handed the metal box to her. Zoe flipped the lid open, then pulled out the potion bottle and eyed it suspiciously. Putting it back, she shut the door and handed it back. Then, while Zoe held a gun on them, the guard searched Kate and her grandfather. He was rough and thorough with Eli, but a lot more lingering with Kate until she had to suppress the urge to knee him in the face as he grabbed her crotch.

“Check under her hair,” Zoe told him. “She must have some kind of charm on her, the way she broke my grip.” He grabbed Kate’s hair in one big fist and jerked it back, yanking Kate’s neck into a painful arch. “I knew it!” Zoe crowed. “Look at that. Wrote a spell on her neck under her ears. Wipe that off, cunt.”

Fury and terror warring in her, Kate obeyed.

Finally the pair bundled her and Granddad into the car. As she buckled her grandfather’s seat belt, his eyes flicked back and forth, too wide, his fear obvious. “What’s happening?” he demanded, his voice cracking. “Katie, who are these people? Are they aliens?”

The guard snorted and threw the car into drive. “That old fuck is crazy.”

As they started back down the road toward the compound, Zoe began to sing. Her voice was startlingly pure, hypnotic, seeming to wrap around Kate’s mind, searching for weaknesses greedily, much the way the thug had searched her physically.

Even as Kate fought her with all her will, she could see Eli’s gaze going vague, the fear fading from his face. “Fight her, Granddad,” she whispered desperately.

He only looked at her, his eyes dreamy. “Is she an angel?”

No, she’s Satan incarnate, Kate thought. She didn’t dare say it out loud. Zoe was twisted around in the front passenger seat, her gun pointed at them, her eyes wide, pupils blown. She looked absolutely insane.

Heart sinking, Kate realized she couldn’t do anything to protect her grandfather, so she ruthlessly concentrated on herself, biting the inside of her cheek so hard she tasted blood, using the pain to distract herself from Zoe’s seductive power. If I let the bitch in, I’ll be dancing on her string again. And I’m damned if I’ll give her the satisfaction.

Dammit, she had charms for this for this kind of magic she’d created for corporate clients. She hadn’t even thought of them -- too busy freaking the hell out. What am I going to do? Even if I fix this ward of theirs, will they kill Granddad anyway? Will they kill both of us?

No. Don’t panic. Mark would eventually listen to his voicemail and come to get them.

If they don’t have us inside the wall by then. Then he wouldn’t be able to get at us without the spell killing him. Could I create an exception for him? But I’d need his blood, and I don’t have any. He doesn’t have one of those charms that let you inside.

Where the hell was he? Why hadn’t he answered her calls?

I need to stall. The longer I can stall, the longer Mark will have to find us. If he can find us. Does he even know where the Bradshaw place is? He can’t follow our scent in a car, for Christ’s sake.

The first thing she had to do was break that damned ward. Once it was down, they’d need her to raise it again. Otherwise, whatever those bastards were afraid of would come and get them.

Cops?

Oh, God, would she have to set a spell that would kill cops? If it was just her life, she wouldn’t do it, but she couldn’t sacrifice Granddad…

As her mind worked, Zoe’s exquisite voice spiraled up and up and up, hitting a note so high and pure that gooseflesh rose on Kate’s arms.

God, her voice’s beautiful. Eli was right, she sounds like an angel…

Oh shit, I’m losing it.

Kate bit down harder on her cheek. Zoe’s eyes narrowed. She half-dove around the headrest and shoved the muzzle of the gun against Kate’s forehead. “Quit fighting me, you bitch! This is your fault! All this is your fault!”

“Is that what this Foster tells you when he kicks your ass?” A wave of fury snapped Kate free of Zoe’s control.

“Don’t test me!”

“If you shoot me, that spell of yours doesn’t get fixed.”

Zoe switched her aim to Granddad, who just stared at her in confusion. “Then how about if I shoot him?”

“So how good a job do you think I can do high on your voice? To be able to cast magic that complicated, I have to be able to concentrate. Puppets can’t do magic, Zoe.”

The Bard snarled, impotent, desperate rage in her eyes. “Foster is going to kill me unless you do as you’re told. You want my blood on your hands?”

“Maybe if you hadn’t fallen in bed with the asshole, you wouldn’t be in this mess. Don’t blame me for your bad choices.”

Zoe jerked the gun away from Eli and backhanded her with her free hand.

Pain exploded in Kate’s face as she tasted blood. “Bitch!” Kate started to hit her back, but the Bard leveled the gun at her again. “If he kills me, it will be your fault! And don’t think he won’t kill you too. It’s what he does.” She flounced down in the seat and glared at them between the seats, the gun trained on them again. And once more, she started to sing.

Despair rose in Kate again, but she fought it down.

Mark’ll find us.

* * *

Mark strode from the hotel where he’d met with Edward Saunders, the SAC -- he couldn’t exactly go to headquarters because of the likelihood he’d be seen. Saunders had agreed they needed to move in, but it was going to take some preparation. Since they couldn’t get through the wards, they were going to have to lay a trap for the Lloyds. The fact that the sheriff was in Foster’s pocket was going to add to the complexity, since it meant they wouldn’t be able to coordinate with local law enforcement. Saunders was going to have to mobilize agents from surrounding field offices, which meant he’d have to meet with their SACs. This was going to take a couple of days at least, during which Mark would have to try to keep Kate away from Foster.

With a frustrated sigh, Mark pulled out his phone. The agents had taken it before the meeting for operational security. The minute he turned the phone on, it blew up with multiple messages and texts. The texts were from Foster, but Kate had left two voicemails. The first was blood-curdling and short. “Call me! Somebody’s trying to kill me!”

The second call was worse. He listened to it with Kola moaning like a Greek chorus in his head. That fucking, stupid bitch, Zoe!

The texts from Foster just reinforced his sense of building dread. They were doing a hit on the Witch Hunters. It had been two hours. With any luck, Foster and his thugs would still be tied up killing bikers. Must have taken Jonah with them, or he’d have stopped whatever bullshit Zoe was trying to do.

Mark opened the Spookchat app and texted Jimmy. Zoe has grabbed Kate, but she got away. Now she and Eli are running, but the chances are good they’ll get captured. On my way back to try to get them before the gang returns. Will text when I know something.

He stuffed the phone back in his jacket pocket, got on his bike and roared for Wolf Springs. Christ, it would take him another hour to get home. Which meant that by the time he got there, Kate would have been dealing with God knew what for three hours.

God, was she even still alive?

When he finally roared up Eli’s drive, his heart stuffed its way up his throat. Eli’s car sat in the garage with its front doors hanging open.

Fuck. He swung off the bike and sprinted into the house yelling Kate’s name. There was no sign of her or Eli, and when he paused to listen with Kola’s senses, he realized the house was empty. Cursing, he slammed out of the Victorian as the bear exploded into full manifestation around him. Kola put his nose to the driveway pavement, sniffing around the abandoned car.

Dammit, there was Zoe’s scent, along with Sam Jacobson’s, the guard who’d been on gate duty. Kate and Eli had been captured.


Chapter Nine

 

Sweat trickling down her spine, Kate examined the wall ward with closed eyes. When it had originally been cast, it had been a sprawling, vicious spell, designed to stop the hearts of anyone who crossed it without the proper charm. No wonder they had a gate guard -- this thing would kill the first curious kid who tried to climb over the wall.

On the other hand, it wasn’t a particularly complex spell, nor was it magically impressive. The Arc who’d cast it had been mediocre at best. Once she found a weak spot, she should be able to take it down without too much…

“Hurry up!” Zoe snapped, visibly battling outright panic. “You need to have that replacement ward up before they get back, and I don’t know how much time it’s going to take them to do that raid.”

Kate opened her eyes to glare at her in the blinding light of the spots mounted on the walls. “Give me a minute! It’s a damned death spell, not Silly String. It takes time to break.” Not really -- she was stalling, trying to buy Mark time to arrive.

“Then get to work!” Zoe pointed her gun at Eli, who shied back in the guard’s grip. “Or I swear to God, Granddad’s brains are going to be all over the driveway!”

I hope Mark eats your head, Kate thought viciously, as she began to pace along the circumference of the wall, looking for a weakness she could use to unravel the ward.

Then she spotted it. A sigil that was a little misshapen, making the magic flow there just a bit uneven. Spreading her hands above the uneven symbol, she shot a hard pulse of power into the flaw, introducing a competing magical vibration. Pressure began to build behind her eyes -- less from the effort of breaking the ward than the result of how much magic she’d been using to fight Zoe off. She ignored it. If I can bring this thing down, I’ve got leverage. And I may save some cop’s life.

The ward began to vibrate as she sent another jarring pulse of magic down its length. Then another and another, increasing the pressure on the flow of magic. Until, with a reverberation that shuddered through her skull, the spell burst, each sigil exploding in sparks like a string of detonating fireworks that seemed to slap her across the face again and again. Kate swore.

“Did you get it?” Zoe demanded, all but dancing in place.

“Yeah, I got it.” She clamped her teeth against the hot throb in her forehead. God, I hate backlash.

“Great. Now get to work on your own,” Zoe ordered, her voice high with stress and anxiety.

“Give me a minute! I have backlash.”

“Your own damn fault. If you hadn’t insisted on fighting me, you’d have more juice.”

“If I hadn’t insisted on fighting you, I’d be too damned high to work, you stupid cow,” Kate muttered.

“Watch how you talk to me!” The muzzle of a gun shoved against the back of her head. Despite herself, Kate flinched.

“Leave her alone!” Grandfather lunged at the Bard. The gunmen hit him in the back of the head, and he fell to his hands and knees with a shocked yelp.

Kate whipped around toward Zoe, ignoring the gun inches from her face. The Bard jerked the weapon away and leaped back, apparently afraid of shooting her. “Touch him again and I’m not doing shit!”

“Hey, that’s somebody’s bike,” the guard interrupted. He cocked his head, listening. Sure enough, a growling rumble sounded, getting closer. If she hadn’t been so focused on the spell, she’d have heard it sooner. “Sounds like Mark’s Harley.”

The question silenced both women, and Kate turned to frown at him. Mark? How the hell does he know Mark?

“Shit!” Zoe muttered under her breath.

“He is going to be so fucking pissed off you pulled this after he told you to stay out of it,” the guard told Zoe, his tone taunting. “Sucks to be you.”

Wait, what?

A couple of tense, humming moments later, a familiar black motorcycle roared up, driven by a black-leather clad figure in a motorcycle helmet that hid his face.

It’s not him, Kate told herself, though her stomach lurched.

The figure swung down the kickstand and rocked back in his seat, pulling off the helmet, revealing Mark’s ferocious scowl. Kola growled in his voice when he said, “What the fuck is going on here?”

“Me, doing your job!” Zoe snapped, her tone frightened but defiant.

Kate stared at his tough, handsome face, ice rolling from her toes to her hairline. For a moment, she swayed. He’s with them. He’s working for them. He played me. Just like Stefan.

Mark didn’t even glance at her, too busy staring at Zoe as if she was something he’d scraped off the heel of one motorcycle boot. “Foster is going to kill you. And that’s not a figure of speech.” He said it in a completely unemotional tone, as if it made no difference to him whatsoever.

“Was Granddad right?” Kate asked, feeling as if her head was floating six inches from her neck. “Did you kill Helen?”

For an instant, she thought Mark flinched, but then his face went expressionless again. “No.”

“He played you like a fiddle, bitch.” Malice made Zoe’s pretty face ugly with a sneer. “He was working for Foster the whole time. He was supposed to convince you to fix the ward, but he was having too much fun fucking your kinky little ass. Foster was getting impatient…”

“Shut your mouth,” Mark said, even as Kola roared, so loud both Zoe and the guard jumped.

“You bastard,” Kate whispered, fighting the rise of tears. Damned if she’d cry in front of the son of a bitch. “You’re worse than Stefan.”

* * *

Mark’s mind churned furiously. Sam Jacobson’s AR-15 was going to be a problem.

He studied the group as they stood in the merciless glare of the wall spotlights. He’d have to get close enough to enclose Kate and Eli in Kola’s manifestation to protect them from gunfire. Unfortunately, they were standing too far apart. Better take Jacobson out first, grab Eli, and then go after Kate before Zoe can fire. If I act fast enough, Zoe may freeze. Civilians often did when they were surprised in a combat situation.

Maybe. Then again, she might shoot Kate.

But if he delayed too long, Foster would show up and they really would be screwed. This was probably his last, best chance to get Eli and Kate to safety before all hell broke loose.

He slanted a quick glance at Kate. His heart sank. She was staring at him as if he were a monster. She thinks I killed Helen. Which meant she was going to lose her goddamn mind when he grabbed them.

Well, the situation was what it was, and he had to take everybody off balance. Without getting Kate or Eli shot. He got off his bike slowly and strolled toward the guard, his expression casual. Judging his moment.

Which was when Kola rumbled in his mind. Motorcycles. In the distance but coming fast.

Shit. Mark’s mind worked furiously as his gaze flicked from Kate’s face to Eli’s to Zoe’s and Jacobson. Foster and his crew would be here within minutes.

He could manifest and drag Eli and Kate into his bear, but they’d fight. Besides, he couldn’t ride the Harley manifested. Kola could run forty miles an hour, but he couldn’t outrun Foster’s motorcycles.

On the other hand, if Mark could buy some time -- get himself assigned as Kate and Eli’s guard -- then he might have an opportunity to rescue them without getting them hurt or killed.

Of course, that would blow the FBI’s plans to hell. They’d have to abort the op to take down Foster. Mark didn’t particularly give a damn. His priority was making sure Kate and Eli survived this bullshit without any bullet holes.

He took a deep breath… and froze. The scent of magic hung heavy in the air to his bear senses. Mark glanced at the wall and closed his eyes. The ward was gone. Kate must have broken it, but she hadn’t yet raised a new one. The compound was unprotected. Foster’s going to lose his fucking mind.

“What the hell, Zoe?” Mark snapped. “Where’s the ward?”

Zoe lifted her chin in defiance. “She had to take it down if she’s going to put another one up.”

“Foster just hit the Witch Hunters, you idiot! They’re going to retaliate, and now we’ve got no ward around the compound!”

“Maybe you should have left me the fuck alone, asshole,” Kate muttered, fury and hurt on her face.

She’s not going to believe a single damn word I say. Fuck it, he’d rather she be pissed off at him than dead.

But if Zoe had done what she’d goddamn been told, he wouldn’t have this problem. He glared at the Bard, who looked demented with fear and rage. Yeah, should have thought of that before you tried to get smart.

Kate’s eyes flicked back and forth as the roar of the approaching bikes grew closer. He could almost hear her calculating how to get Eli to safety. “Don’t try it,” he told her, forcing menace into his tone. “You’ll get Eli and yourself shot for nothing.”

Her chin tilted up at him, and she glared daggers. “If you think I’m gonna commit felony magical murder for you, I’ve got a newsflash. You’re not that damn good in bed.”

Eli’s gaze snapped to her face, and his jaw dropped. “What?” It was all Mark could do not to flinch.

Before the conversation could get any more soap opera, the first motorcycles roared around the bend. Foster hit his brakes so hard his hulking Harley slewed sideways. He sat back on the bike and flipped up his visor as his brother pulled up beside him. Yeah, they’d definitely been on a hit. Otherwise, neither man would have been wearing a helmet -- a handy protection against inconvenient witnesses. “Does anyone want to tell me what the hell is going on here?” Narrow-eyed, the gang leader studied them in the spots’ white glare.

Jonah snorted and aimed a nasty smirk at Zoe. “Pretty obvious, Foss. Some dumb bitch has been disobeying orders.”

Zoe stared at the two men the way she would have at a pair of rearing cobras. Kate, on the other hand, didn’t look anywhere near as afraid as she should have been. Foster turned toward the wall and shut his eyes. When he opened them again, his gold eyes glowed impossibly cold, and his voice dropped to a frigid, deadly register edged in Rommel’s rumbling growl. “Where did the ward go?”

Shit. Mark froze. He’d heard that tone before. Foster was getting ready to kill someone.

“Kate’s about to reset it,” Zoe said, her voice a smooth, seductive purr.

Oh, you stupid, stupid…

“If you don’t get the magic out of your voice right now,” Foster said, almost pleasantly, “it’s the last sound you’ll ever make -- except for the screams.”

The Bard went dead white. When she spoke again, her voice was rough and high with terror as she began to babble. “I just brought Kate to do the spell. Mark hadn’t been making progress. If you’ll just let me have some more Boost, I’ll make sure she…”

Jonah shook his head. “You really are a fuckin’ idiot.”

“If you think I’d trust any spell that woman casts stoned, you must believe I’m as dumb as you are.” Slowly, deliberately, Foster dismounted and stepped away from his bike. “I thought you understood the situation here.”

Yeah, Zoe’s dead, Mark thought with a twinge of reluctant pity. And there’s not a fucking thing I can do about it. Given that the whole gang was standing around with AR-15s, they’d open fire if he tried anything. Kola’s manifestation couldn’t withstand massed high-velocity fire, so even if Mark managed to enclose Eli, Kate, and Zoe, they’d all just die with him.

Zoe, her eyes wide, her voice shaking, backed away as Foster stalked toward her. “Just give me a chance! I can make her cooperate.”

“That ship has sailed.” Foster’s left hand swung in a blurring backhand so fast, she had no time to dodge. She hit the ground with a choked yelp. Mark heard Kate gasp as the scent of both women’s terror thickened in the air. Jonah, being Jonah, laughed, a note of sadistic anticipation in his voice. Coldly, Foster moved to loom over Zoe. For a moment he just stood there, looking down at her as she stared up at him, eyes wide, face white, tears rolling down her face.

Then he drew back his booted foot and kicked her in the ribs. She howled in pain and scrabbled frantically away, one hand lifted pleadingly. “No, no, Foster, please…”

Mark concentrated on his breathing, fighting to keep his fury and pity from showing in his scent. Either Jacob or Foster would pick up on it, and there’d be questions. He was, after all, supposed to be as big a sociopath as they were. And judging by the scent, both of those bastards -- and a fair number of the gang -- were thoroughly enjoying themselves.

Kate made a small, horrified sound. From the corner of his eye, he saw Eli jerk away from his guard to grab her arm and push her behind him. As far gone as the poor guy was, his instinct to protect his grandchild was still alive and well. “Look away,” the old man told her in an urgent whisper. “You don’t need to see this.”

“We’ve got to do something!” she hissed.

“Not if you don’t want to die too,” Mark growled, knowing it probably sounded like a threat. If it kept her alive, he was fine with that.

Ignoring them, Foster drew the handgun holstered on his hip.

Zoe began to beg in earnest. “No, no, please! I could still be useful, I’ll never do it again…”

“That’s what you said when you blew it with Helen.” Foster pointed the gun at her head. “You’re a fuck-up and I do not tolerate fuck-ups.”

* * *

Icy horror drowned Kate as Zoe, sobbing, curled into a pitiful ball, trying to shield her head with both arms. “Just give me one more chance!”

“No.” Foster took the gun off safety…

I can’t let this happen. “Don’t shoot her!” Kate yelled. “Look, I’ll fix the fucking ward, all right? Just don’t… Don’t do that.”

Foster looked up, one dark brow lifting above frigid yellow eyes. “This is no affair of yours.”

“I swear, if you let her live, I’ll cast the spell.”

Next to Foster, an even bigger bruiser -- also a Feral, judging by the eye color -- looked just as incredulous as he did. As if neither of them could conceive of objecting to watching someone get murdered. The two exchanged a look before Foster turned back to her. “Why?” He sounded only mildly interested. His gaze was as cold and emotionless as a shark’s. “Didn’t she get you into this mess? I’d think watching her die would be sweet revenge.”

Because if this is how you treat her, I don’t blame her for trying to appease your psychotic ass. Kate would like to think she wouldn’t have done the same, but she also hadn’t been living with this monster. “Look, just… Just let her be. I’m sure she’s learned her lesson.”

The Feral bruiser snorted, raking his fingers through his thick brown beard as he eyed her with obvious amusement. “Damn, Foss -- she’s not just kinky, she’s tender-hearted.”

“So she is. However…” Foster gave her a long, calculating stare. “I do try to maintain good relations with those who are useful to me. Cast the ward spell, and I’ll let her live.”

Kate licked her lips. Her head was pounding like a brass gong, and the taste of bile filled her mouth until she thought she’d throw up. What if I can’t manage the spell? Will he shoot me too? Granddad? Her gaze darted around at the watching men. Her eyes fell on Mark’s handsome face, but he looked as distant and emotionless as the bust of a Roman general.

“What are you waiting for?” Foster made a mocking little gesture toward the wall. “Go ahead. Get to work.”

“Kate, you can’t!” Eli whispered, his voice shaking with horror. “That was a death spell. I saw the sigils -- the magic’s gone, but…”

“I know, Granddad.”

“But felony magic…”

“I have to,” she snapped. “He’s going to kill her.”

“But if you do this, you may kill somebody.”

“Yes, I know!” The words came out as a stressed, nasty snap, and she swallowed her frustration with an effort. She turned to Foster. “I need to go back to the house and get my compressor. It’s going to take an airbrush to do this.”

“That’s not necessary.” Foster, damn him to hell, sounded amused. He turned to one of his thugs. “Samuels, go get Reardon’s gas-powered compressor out of his studio.” Heavily tattooed, long hair shot with gray, the guard nodded and jogged off, his every move shouting of a military background despite the Hell’s Angels looks.

“Thank you.” The whisper sounded cracked and broken. Kate looked down to see Zoe staring up at her, one eye already going black, blood on her swollen lower lip, tears and snot smearing the perfect makeup. The gratitude in her red-rimmed eyes wrung Kate’s heart. So did her obvious fear Kate would change her mind. “I’m sorry. So, so sorry.”

Foster snorted. “Don’t imagine that pretty apology means jack shit.”

“Sucker,” the bigger Feral muttered. Kate resisted a suicidal urge to flip them both off. The pounding in her head had increased until dark sparks flickered at the edge of her vision.

“She’s got backlash, Foster,” Mark observed. As if he hadn’t just been outed as a complete bastard. “She needs a couple of bottles of Power-Up if you want her to cast.” He gave her an appraising look she returned with a drop-dead glare. “And maybe a nap on top of that.”

“If you think I’m going sit around with no wards on the compound right after we hit the Witch Hunters, you’re out of your damn mind,” Foster told him.

“Do you really trust any spell she casts with her hands shaking? Besides, it’s going to take a fuck of a long spell to encircle that wall.”

Foster grunted. “Good point.” He gestured toward another of the guards. “Get her a couple of six-packs of Power Up. And a peanut butter sandwich. Can’t have her passing out in mid-cast.” Then he lifted a brow at Kate. “Unless you’d like to try some Booster? One pill would take care of the whole problem.”

“What’s Booster?” Kate asked, though she already had a good idea from the conversation between Foster and Zoe.

Foster’s lips twitched in a cold smile. “Oh, just a little something my alchemist cooked up. Amplifies your power.”

“Like Merlin?” Yeah, becoming a potion addict would solve all my problems.

“Merlin?” He laughed. “God, nobody’s taken that crap in twenty years. Merlin’s about as powerful as a caffeine pill next to Booster. And Booster isn’t a carcinogen.”

But probably illegal as hell, and more than likely addictive on top of that. “I don’t work high.”

Foster nodded judiciously. “A good policy.” He shot Zoe an unfriendly look. “Too bad more don’t follow it.” Zoe looked away.

A few minutes later, the guard was back with the food and the drinks -- and, bless his surprisingly thoughtful heart, a bottle of Excedrin. Kate popped two of the pills, washing them down with Power-Up.

The Feral bruiser eyed her. “You know, it’s too bad we didn’t know she was this soft to begin with. We could have just knocked Zoe around and made Kate take care of business a week ago. Would have saved us a fuck of a lot of trouble.” His gaze flicked to Mark and turned taunting. “‘Course, Mark wouldn’t have gotten all that kinky sex…”

Kate almost choked on her peanut butter sandwich, her gaze flying to Mark’s. “You told them?” She immediately felt like an idiot. Of course, he’d told them. He’d probably bragged, the bastard.

The bruiser laughed and swaggered toward her. “If you’d like to try someone a little better in the sack…”

Kate jolted back a step, her hand tightening around the neck of the bottle she held, ready to swing it.

“Think again,” Mark told the bruiser, menace in his voice. “Assuming you’d like to keep breathing.” Rage tightened the man’s face, echoed by a blast of gold so bright, Kate was temporarily blinded. When she blinked away the sparks, a glowing African lion reared in his place, surrounded by billowing gold smoke and magical sparks so bright, the man enclosed within the manifestation was visible only as a shadow. With an ear-shattering roar, he leaped at Mark.

“Mark!” Kate screamed, forgetting for a moment that he was a betraying son of a bitch. More magic exploded as Kola manifested and bounded to meet the lion with incredible agility for a creature that damned big. No wonder, given that the bear’s magical muscle was moving a man who weighed only a fraction as much.

The two Familiars slammed together in midair, magic crackling and boiling around them. Kola’s greater magical mass bowled the lion onto his back, and they rolled, biting and ripping at each other as the gang members scattered, cursing.

Screaming, Zoe scrambled to her feet, only to stagger, disoriented. Kate caught her before she could fall even as Eli grabbed Kate’s arm and started hauling them both away.

Kola dove for the lion’s throat, jaws clamping down despite the way the cat ripped at his belly with all four paws. If he’d been flesh and blood, the lion would have gutted him.

“A hundred on Delaney!” someone yelled.

“Fifty on Jonah!”

“Fuck you, Greene,” the bruiser bellowed back to a chorus of laughter.

“They’re betting on this?” Kate muttered, horrified.

“They bet on worse,” Zoe muttered, looping an arm through hers and, limping, pulled her clear. “We need to get farther away before one of them goes flying. Good way to get hurt.”

As Eli, Kate and Zoe retreated, the men began to jeer and clap as the two Ferals tore at each other, leaving darker bites and slashes in glowing hides. Kate watched, her heart in her throat every time the lion bit or raked at Kola. Idiot, her inner cynic sneered. He used you. You can’t still be worried about him.

I’m worried about the bear.

Yeah, right. Moron. She slugged back the last of the Power-Up and managed another few dogged bites of gluey peanut butter sandwich.

“All right,” Foster bellowed at last, his bear adding volume to his deep voice. “That’s enough fucking around. The Arc has finished her snack. She needs to get to work. I want that damn ward up before a dozen Witch Hunters pay us a house call.”

The two Familiars went right on fighting, even as the guards threw him wary looks.

“I said that’s enough!” Gold light exploded as a massive grizzly appeared where Foster had stood a moment before. It wasn’t quite as tall as Kola, but it was even more powerfully built, its vicious power thundering against Kate’s magical senses.

Foster’s bear charged them even as Kola batted the lion like a catnip mouse. Jonah went flying, tucking into a tumbling roll, then leaping to his feet again, roaring in fury.

“Don’t test me, Jonah!” Foster bellowed, and the lion froze at the savage reverberation in his voice. “Douse the lights and stop your bullshit!”

Jonah’s lion vanished, and a moment later Kola disappeared as well. Despite herself, Kate eyed Mark anxiously, looking for the vicious wounds he’d surely suffered. But to her surprise, there wasn’t a mark on him. Evidently his manifestation had protected him.

Mark straightened and rolled his shoulders. “If you really want Kate’s cooperation,” he told Foster, as if he hadn’t just been fighting for his life, “keep that asshole away from her. She’s a lot more likely to do what I say.”

Foster studied him, dark brows lifting. “A little possessive, aren’t you?”

Mark shrugged. “I worked hard to establish a connection. We should use it. I guarantee that would have a better outcome than letting Jonah play his sadistic little games.”

Kate opened her mouth, about to announce she didn’t want anything to do with him either. Before she could speak, Zoe grabbed her hand and whispered urgently, “Don’t be an idiot. You do not want to be alone with Jonah. He’s worse than Foster.”

Startled, Kate looked at her.

Zoe spread her scraped and bloody hands. “Just saying.”

“Mark lied to me. He used me.”

The Bard shrugged. “He’s still better than Jonah.”

Her gaze slid to Mark’s handsome, impassive face. He’s just another using scumball. Like Stefan.

And now they had her trapped. For a moment, rebellion made Kate’s mouth tighten. I don’t want to do this. What if some cop ends up dead because of this ward? I’d go to prison -- if I’m lucky. If I’m not, I could end up on death row. The fact that they’d extorted her wouldn’t make the crime more acceptable. Certainly not to the family of the cop -- or worse, cops -- who’d died.

Then her gaze went to Eli again, standing next to Zoe looking frail and old and confused.

Zoe followed her gaze and said softly, “Don’t test Foster, Kate. You’ll lose.”

Kate met her gaze, lips tightening. And knew Zoe was right.

Foster barked a laugh. “Well, Zoe, maybe you’re good for something after all.” His voice hardened. “Get to work, Kate, or your friendship is going to be short-lived.”

“What assurance do I have it you’re not going to kill us after I set the spell?” Kate glared at him.

“The whole reason we have this problem is the Witch Hunters assassinated my Arcanist so he could no longer renew his wards. I’d have to be a damned idiot to go to all this trouble only to kill you.” He smiled, faint and cold. “Think of this as job security. Do this for us, and you, your grandfather and even my idiot ex will be perfectly safe.”

“Up until you get caught and I get charged with felony magic murder.”

“Kate!” Zoe objected, her tone frantic.

Foster ignored the Bard, spreading his big hands with an easy smile. “Don’t worry about the local law. They won’t be a problem even if we have to kill a few Witch Hunters. I own the sheriff, so none of his deputies are going to come sniffing around without an invitation. You’ll be perfectly safe.”

So Granddad had been right after all. “Like your last Arcanist?” Kate asked sweetly.

Foster said, “Once you have the new ward up,” Foster continued, “you’ll be safely behind it -- you and your grandfather. And don’t worry, I’ll make sure you all remain in good health.” He calmly drew his gun and aimed it at Zoe, who shrank back against Kate. “Unless you’ve decided that watching this bitch get murdered isn’t that big a deal.”

Kate found herself sliding an arm around the Bard’s cringing shoulders, even as her common sense warned she was being a sucker. Again. But what choice did she have? If they killed Zoe, that would leave them with only Eli as a hostage against Kate’s good behavior. Maybe if she cooperated, she could buy time until she found an opportunity to get all three of them to safety.

“Fine. Where’s that air compressor?”

“I’ve got it.” The guard Foster had sent after it stepped from the rear of the crowd, wheeling the massive cylinder as if it were a kid’s wagon.

Foster gave her a look. “Why didn’t you have a compressor with you if you’d intended to recast the spell?”

“Zoe snowed me under so fast, I didn’t think of it,” Kate admitted.

“Then you should have thought of it,” Foster told Zoe. “That’s your problem, you never think.”

“I just wanted to help,” Zoe said in a defeated voice. “I’m good, dammit. I could be useful to your organization.”

“Not so far,” the Feral said. “From now on, I don’t want you singing a note without me telling you to. You don’t have the brains to know how to use your power. Let me do the thinking.” He eyed her coolly. “What’s the proper response, Zoe?”

She looked at the ground. “Yes, sir.”

“That’s right. Don’t make me regret letting you live.” He turned the icy stare on Kate. “And don’t think you’ll escape the consequences of your actions either. I may need you alive, but the same can’t be said for Zoe -- or Granddad over there. Now, what’s the proper response?”

Kate glared up at him and kept her mouth shut. Dammit, she didn’t want him thinking she was that easy to terrorize. Foster’s gaze chilled even more. And the grizzly lunged out of his chest, glowing golden, roaring. It shot toward Zoe, who screeched in terror and stumbled backward.

“Yes!” Kate yelled. “Yes!”

But the bear reared over the Bard, who tripped and fell on her ass. It dove on the woman, its glowing jaws wide, as if to bite her head clean off.

“Yes, sir!” Kate yelled, lurching forward. Mark grabbed her arm, and she fought his hold. “Yes, sir, all right, get off her!”

The bear vanished, leaving Foster staring at her with eyes as frigid as a shark’s. “I don’t make empty threats.”


Chapter Ten

 

Kate’s heart was still pounding in terror as she walked over to get her backpack out of the back of her kidnapper’s car. She knelt to dump the pack out and start sorting through the contents for what she’d need. Despair threatened to overwhelm her.

She glanced up at the wall and closed her eyes to study the old sigils, which, though she’d broken the ward, still glowed faintly with fading residual magic.

One was the symbol for “charm.”

A sudden wild idea popped into her head, and she had to work to keep her face expressionless. Her mind began to work furiously even as she started assembling the airbrush and attaching it to the air compressor.

“What?” Foster demanded, tensing. “Your scent just changed. Watch your ass, Kate. I’d hate to have to kill your new friend.”

She froze, gaze flying to meet his. His familiar growled, its menacing magic beating at her senses.

“Kate!” Zoe hissed, eyes wide, fear in her voice. “Please! He can smell every emotion you feel!”

Wait, what? Shit.

“Before you create that ward,” Foster said slowly, “you’ll need to refresh our charms with your magical signature. I’d hate to be locked out of my own compound because the ward doesn’t recognize me. I’d be… upset.”

The bruiser -- Jonah? -- snickered. “Not nearly as upset as Zoe.”

Which was when she remembered Mark’s book and its description of the way he’d learned to fool his father by suppressing his emotions and the scent they gave off.

And how could the man who’d dropped a dime on his own father work for these pricks?

“Give me the damned charms,” Kate snarled, frustrated.

“You heard the nice Arcanist, men.” Foster smiled coolly and reached around his neck to untie a leather cord strung with a single clay bead. He tossed it to her, and she caught it. The guards began approaching one by one to toss down their own charms.

Outmaneuvered and pissed, Kate went to work drawing an amplification spell circle in chalk on the drive, fighting the despair that threatened to rise again.

“Kate.”

She looked up to see Mark kneeling on the edge of her circle, holding out his charm. “Don’t push him, Kate. Zoe’s right, he can smell emotion, and he notices when your scent changes.”

She curled a lip. “Fuck you, Delaney.”

His eyes narrowed, but he stood without a word and stepped back a pace to watch.

Asshole.

Kate pulled the compressor into the circle, then closed the amplification circle and activated the spell. Finally she spread the charms in a thin layer. Spreading her hands over the pile, she poured her power into it, erasing the dead Arcanist’s signature. After attaching the rubber tubing and airbrush to the compressor, she toed its switch, and the machine began to chug.

She sprayed the charms with a layer of her blood-infused paint, then crouched and spread her fingers, inundating them with a wave of fresh power to re-activate them. She stood and broke the circle with a gesture. “Take them.” The work had been fast and sloppy - -- Kate would have taken a lot more care for her clients -- but it did the job.

Foster frowned. “Just like that? Reardon had to do them one by one.”

Kate gave him a cool look. “Reardon didn’t have much juice. Otherwise, he’d have been working in the corporate world where the real money is.” It was a bitchy thing to say -- and it probably wasn’t particularly smart to remind Foster what a weapon she was -- but she wasn’t in the mood to play nice with a fucking kidnapper. “Somebody tow that compressor so I can get started on your fucking ward.” Damned if she’d lug it around.

Without a word, Mark grabbed the compressor’s handle, lifted it as if it weighed nothing, and followed her toward the wall. Zoe trailed them anxiously.

“Let me go, you son of a bitch!”

Kate whirled. Her grandfather was struggling with a guard who’d clamped a hand around his arm. Granddad drew back a fist, and the guard lifted his own, snarling, “I will drop you, you old shit!”

“Let him go!” Kate charged the guard, aware that Mark had dropped the compressor and started after her. “If you hurt him, you can fucking forget it! I’ve had about enough of this bullshit!”

“Don’t hit him, Killian,” Foster said, sounding bored. The thug lowered his fist. “As for you, Eli, you’ll stay where you are. Or that granddaughter of yours will wish you had.”

Grandfather glared at him, his jaw at a pugnacious angle.

“It’s going to be okay, Eli,” Mark said, his deep voice soothing. “I’ll keep her safe.”

Eli looked at him a long moment. Kate felt the rise of his power, as if he were probing Mark’s aura. Finally he nodded stiffly. “I’ll hold you to that.”

Kate opened her mouth, about to demand Eli be brought to her where she could keep an eye on him. The last thing they needed was for him to get aggressive with these homicidal pricks.

“Foster’s running out of patience, Kate,” Mark warned her in a low voice. “The sooner you get this done, the sooner you’ll be back with Eli.”

She turned a glare on him. “What the fuck do you care?”

He sighed. “I don’t want either of you hurt.”

“I’m surprised he hasn’t beaten the shit out of me already,” Zoe put in, the expression on her bruised face grim. “You don’t know him, Kate. I do.”

Kate gave her a look. “Then why the hell did you stay?”

Zoe snorted. “Do you really think he’d let me leave? I know too damned much.”

While they were talking, Foster ordered his men to put up a perimeter around the compound walls. “I don’t think the Witch Hunters will hit us tonight, but I don’t want to be unpleasantly surprised.”

* * *

The compound wall was long as hell, and Kate had to paint sigils every six inches, reproducing the murderous sigils Reardon had used. Every time she painted one of them, her stomach clenched as a sensation of utter wrongness raked over her aura. What the fuck am I doing? The question pounded through her head, though she knew the answer: trying to keep everybody alive, even that idiot Zoe.

Her hands were beginning to shake, and she paused, looking down the length of the wall, where the spots cast puddles of light. Glancing upward, she noticed cameras mounted among the lights. These bastards are serious about their security. “How long is this wall anyway?”

Mark shrugged. “Big enough to encircle the main house, two cottages, and the grounds.”

Kate turned to look at him, then looked the way they’d come. “Hell.” Sweat ran down her back, the smell of gasoline from the compressor was making her nauseous, and her head was pounding so hard she’d have thought she had carbon monoxide poisoning if they weren’t outside. “When you ward something this size, it usually takes days. And I’d charge an arm and a leg to do it.”

“You are,” Zoe muttered. “My arms and legs. Which I really want to keep.”

Kate ignored her. And I still have to activate the spell. The disgusting, murderous spell. Shit, should I have let him kill us instead of doing this? Would it have been better to die than do this?

Mark studied her face in the too-bright illumination of the wall’s security lights. “Zoe, go ask Foster for another six-pack of Power Up.”

“You do it. He won’t give you another black eye.”

“I’m guarding her,” Mark pointed out. “Look, you got us all into this mess, Zoe. I told you to stay the fuck away from her, but you had to get cute.”

The blonde rolled her good eye -- the other was swollen shut -- and stomped off, leaving them alone. “Take a break,” Mark told Kate. “Sit down before you fall in the paint.”

Wearily, she obeyed, too tired and dispirited to do anything else. “I can’t believe I thought you were a decent human being.”

“Compared to Foster, I am.”

She shot him a glower. “Now, there’s a low bar.”

He knelt and said softly, “I know you feel betrayed, and I don’t blame you. I am sorry.”

“Yeah, I’ll make sure to tell Granddad that when some thug gives him a concussion.”

He hesitated a long moment. “If you cooperate, Foster won’t hurt any of you. I’ll try to get him to release you.”

“Yeah, that ain’t going to happen,” Kate told him bitterly. “He’s going to come up with spell after sickening spell for me to cast. I had a fucking future, you bastard. Now I’ll be lucky to just get life in prison. Because I guarantee the Feds won’t take ‘He threatened to kill my grandfather’ as an acceptable reason to commit felony magical murder.”

Mark just looked at her, his gaze intent. “Look, we’ll talk later. Just… Don’t do anything that will set him off.” He lowered his voice. “Did you read my manuscript?”

She frowned at him, in no mood for whatever game he was playing. “Yeah. What, you want me to tell you it’s a staggering work of literary genius?”

He leaned in. Kate would have recoiled, but he gripped her shoulder to hold her still and put his mouth against her ear. Even so, he spoke so softly, she could barely hear him over the sound of the compressor. “No, I want you to remember my father. And what happened to him.”

Kate frowned as he pulled away. What the hell does he mean by that? “Here comes Zoe with the drinks.”

Before she could ask, Zoe walked up carrying three bottles by the neck in each hand. She handed Kate one, and she downed it. “Want me to get you something else to eat too?” Zoe asked, frowning. “You look like hell.”

Kate lifted a brow. “Do you care?”

“Since you’re all that’s standing between me and a shallow grave, yeah.”

“You’re a real humanitarian.” But she sighed. “Yeah, I could use another sandwich. Getting through this job is going to suck.”

The Bard nodded and trotted off again. Kate turned to Mark. “What did you mean? About your dad?” she asked, lowering her voice.

“Don’t push Foster,” he told her instead. “You won’t like the results.”

No shit. I already don’t like the results. And why won’t you answer the damn question?

* * *

Kate worked for hours, drawing sigil after endless sigil, Mark walking alongside her, carrying the compressor as if it weighed nothing. To him, it probably didn’t. Foster and Jonah trailed them, Jonah’s lion fully manifested. Zoe shadowed Kate every step of the way, shooting nervous glances at Foster.

Kate knew she didn’t dare stop, because Foster would put a bullet in the Bard.

Finally they were back where they started. Eager to get this damned spell finished, Kate reached into her bag and pulled out an X-Acto knife, not really thinking about it.

At least not until all three men immediately manifested, and she found herself surrounded by towering predators who glared at her with glowing eyes. Kate fought her immediate instinct to cringe and instead directed a glare up at Foster’s grizzly. “I have to do a blood draw to activate the spell. I’m hardly going to attack anybody with an X-Acto knife, for God’s sake. The blade’s less than an inch long.”

“Do you want him to kill me?” Zoe hissed. “Quit mouthing off!”

The grizzly growled menacingly as Foster said, “That’s solid advice. Making me angry is not a good idea.”

“You want me to activate the spell or not?” Kate demanded.

He eyed her, his cold expression visible even through the bear’s glow. “Fine. But watch your step -- and that attitude.”

“Fine.” Kate slashed her left palm with the X-Acto in a single vicious gesture, ignoring the bright, cold sting of pain.

“Be careful with that,” Mark said. It was the first time he’d spoken in the past hour. “You’re going to end up needing stitches.”

She glared at him, hungry, frustrated, angry and exhausted. And in no mood for a pissing contest. Ignoring the concern in his gold eyes, she snapped, “What the fuck do you care?”

“Oh, Marky-Mark has quite the little thing for you,” Jonah purred. “Haven’t you noticed?”

“Yeah, I can tell by the way he screwed me over,” she snapped. Kate slapped her bleeding palm against the sigil that anchored the spell. She blasted her will into it, sending her magic pulsing the length of the spell.

But to her horror, the pulse began to fade when it was only halfway around the wall’s circumference.

Foster had his eyes closed, his face turned toward the wall. “You haven’t completed the circuit yet,” he told her. “Finish it.” There was such an icy note in his voice, a fresh stab of fear penetrated her exhaustion.

Gritting her teeth, Kate leaned into the wall hard, digging deep into what remained of her magic to establish a tighter bond with the sigils she’d drawn. Forcing them to answer the call of her will, her power. They were hers and they would damn well obey her. Never mind whether she thought she should be doing this or not.

The magic pulse strengthened, pushing farther, only to weaken again before the power circle closed.

“She may need a break,” Mark observed, his tone almost academic. “It’s a big spell. Doesn’t do any good to force her to cast if she runs out of the juice to ignite it.”

Foster shot him a hard look. “I think Jonah’s right. She has gotten under your skin.” He paused, his gaze cool. Softly he added, “I wonder if you got under hers…”

“Kill him with my blessings,” Kate snarled, hiding the completely irrational flare of terror she felt at the idea of Mark’s eyes blank and dead. But the image gave her that last little punch of power, and her magic pulsed as she fed the last dregs of her energy into it.

The spell streaked around the perimeter of the wall, exploding into a magical blaze she felt as a burn against her skin. Her knees gave and she fell on her ass, then slowly toppled backward into the leaves to lie gasping, staring numbly at the night sky.

Three glowing Ferals moved closer, occluding the stars as they towered over her, looking impossibly tall, their magic boiling with malevolence. Kate felt a faint flutter of uneasiness as the trio began to revolve overhead.

Then Kola vanished, and Mark bent to pick her up as if she were an exhausted toddler.

“Go feed her and put her to bed,” Foster told him, “She can bunk in your old room. We need her better rested before she tackles any more spells.”

With an effort, she managed to speak, though the single word sounded muffled and indistinct with exhaustion. “Any more spells?”

“You don’t really think you’re done, do you?” he asked mildly. “I have a number of other jobs for you.”

Of course you do, Kate thought, feeling dizzy and sick. Staring blindly up past Mark’s handsome implacable jaw at the sky overhead, Kate watched the stars go out as she dropped into unconsciousness.

* * *

What an unmitigated cluster fuck, Mark thought grimly. How in hell was he going to get her out of this mess with her life and Eli’s, much less keep her from facing charges?

Jimmy was going to lose his damn mind when he found out Kate had reset the wards. To make matters worse, even as reluctant and exhausted as she’d been, he could tell they were far brighter and stronger than anything that idiot Arcanist of Foster’s had been able to erect.

On the other hand, Kate would be more than happy to drop the spell for an FBI raid. The problem would be how to tell her what was going on without Jonah overhearing. That bastard was going to be on them like a barnacle.

Unfortunately, Mark would have to find a way. He had no choice. He’d need some kind of distraction, something that would give him a chance to talk to her while making it impossible for Jonah to overhear them.

An idea popped into his head, and his eyes narrowed. Yeah, that would work as far as Jonah was concerned -- he’d always thought more with his dick than his head, so he’d be easy to distract.

The problem was, Mark needed Kate’s cooperation to pull it off, and he was not at all sure she’d give it. Not considering she’d now put him in the same class with that asshole Dom of hers.

Not that he could blame her. He’d recognized the parallels himself the minute he’d heard the story of the way Stefan had used her. So he was going to have to set the situation up as carefully as he could and pray she’d cooperate. The whole process was going to be as touchy as disabling a roadside bomb without an Arcanist around to break the spells.

* * *

Kate came awake lying on her side under a thick rust and gold comforter. Frowning, she lifted her head and glanced around. The room around her was large and well-appointed, with massive oak bedroom furniture in the mission style.

Where the hell am I?

“Kate?” Mark’s voice said behind her, sounding deep and rough with sleep, and for moment she smiled, remembering the last time he’d said her name just that way. Then she remembered that he was a lying scumball who’d joined the parade of men who’d played her for a sucker.

Kate jerked her head around to find him leaning on one elbow on the mattress beside her, his broad chest bare, his long blond hair sleep mussed. His Feral gold eyes were slumberous, and he looked way too sexy. Jesus God, is he naked? “What the hell are you doing? That is not happening again. Get the fuck out of my bed!”

One gold brow lifted. “Actually, it’s my bed.” His expression was completely calm as he said it, as if he didn’t expect her to have any objections.

Oh, think again! A wave of fury swamped her, blinding, all-consuming, blazing even hotter as her frustration and helplessness fed it. Swearing, she threw herself from the bed -- and was even more enraged to find herself naked. “Where are my clothes?” Her gaze flashed around the room, scanning the bureau, the nightstand with its Tiffany lamp, the oak chest of drawers, the rust and gold armchair in the corner, looking for the jeans and T-shirt she’d worn the night before. “Get out of here, you bastard!”

Mark sighed and rolled out of bed, so utterly calm in the face of her anger, it exploded into outright fury. Snarling, she lunged at him, one hand drawn back, despite the fact that she’d never hit another adult in her life. Just before she swung, some sane fragment of Kate’s mind squawked a protest. He’s a Feral! He could snap me like a bread stick! She was far too pissed to care.

Her fist slammed into the hard jut of his chin. Pain lanced the length of her arm with the force of the blow, but to her fury his head didn’t even rock. “Owww!” She shook her aching hand and glared.

Mark sighed, looking no more ruffled than if she’d hit him with a pillow. “Kate…”

This is an exercise in futility, sanity pointed out. Kate ignored it. She was, by God, going to find some way to hurt the son of a bitch as much as he’d hurt her.

She dove at him, her fingers curled into claws. For once in her life, she regretted not manicuring her nails into fashionable daggers. Mark caught her wrists even as she slammed against him. He pivoted, pulling her off-balance and rolling her over his hip to bounce on the mattress. As she yelped, he dropped down to pin her, arms braced to keep from crushing her.

He was big, he was heavy, and he was very, very naked.

For a heartbeat, Kate stared into those Feral gold eyes. For the first time, a cold wash of true fear hit her. “What the hell are you doing?” Dammit, he really had suckered her, hadn’t he? Even after finding out what a liar he was, she hadn’t thought he’d stoop to this.

Damned if I’ll cower. She’d been doing entirely too much of that as it was. When she remembered Zoe, bruised and begging at Foster’s feet… Oh, fuck no! She was not going to end up like that. She snaked her head up, teeth bared to bite.

This time he jerked his head back, avoiding the click of her teeth.

“Get off me, you son of a…!”

One big hand clamped down over her cursing mouth as light and magic exploded around them. Kate froze.

He’d manifested Kola around them like a golden cage. The bear growled, a vicious rippling sound that froze her heart in her chest. She felt her eyes widen as her face went cold with shock and fear.

Mark whispered, “I’m not going to hurt you. Do you remember my book?” She could barely hear him over Kola’s enraged growls.

His head lowered until his warm lips brushed her ear. “Just nod if you remember.”

“Get off!” What the hell was he talking about? She pulled hard at her wrists and bucked her hips, trying to free herself… And became aware of his cock lying soft against her belly. Maybe he didn’t intend to rape her. So what the hell does he have planned?

But whatever the intentions of his body, Kola was growling like his Harley and biting at the air, his manifested fangs clicking together like castanets.

“Do you remember what I did just before I enlisted in the Corps?” he breathed. Kate stilled as she finally realized what he was talking about. He’d collected evidence of his father’s crimes and sent it to the cops. Slowly, she nodded against the hand across her mouth.

The bear roared, and she jolted against him at the shattering sound right above her head. Gold eyes stared into hers, warm and level with sincerity as they hadn’t been since she’d found out he was one of Foster’s thugs. “I’m working with the FBI to do the same thing to Foster,” he murmured, his voice barely audible given Kola’s sound effects. “And I’m going to get you and Eli out of here.”

She stared at him, shocked silent. What? The FBI? Why hadn’t he told her…?

Is he lying again?

The bear growled, a deep rumble she could feel in her breastbone. “I couldn’t tell you because Jonah was watching us,” he murmured, apparently reading her mind. “Look, Foster and Jonah can normally hear us even if we whisper. And they can smell emotion. Right now, the only thing they’re smelling is Kola’s magic, and the only thing they can hear is him. Neither of them is going to want to stick his Familiar’s head in here with my bear this pissed. Understand?”

Kate nodded slowly under his muffling hand. As Kola continued his vicious polar bear threats, Mark whispered, “I want them to think I’m terrorizing you into obeying whatever orders Foster gives you. Otherwise Foster’s going to try the same thing, and neither of us wants that.”

That’s putting it mildly.

The bear suddenly roared, making Kate jump. “Yes, I lied to you. But if you cooperate, I can get you and Eli and even that twit Zoe out of this mess. I can enclose you in my manifestation like I’m doing now. Unfortunately, these guys have AR-15s, and even Kola can’t stand up to that kind of firepower. You must pretend I have you cowed. If Foster thinks you’re obeying me, he won’t let Jonah do anything to upset the apple cart. You understand?”

Kate nodded under his palm. “Going to cooperate?” She nodded again. He drew in a deep breath. “Thank you. Now comes the hard part. We’re going to have to make love.”

When her brows snapped down, Mark sighed. “Yes, I know. But if I take you out of here and say that I’ve got you ‘tamed’…” He grimaced, apparently at the expression in her eyes. “… And you don’t smell like sex, that’s going to make them suspicious. Because that’s what either of them would have done in my place. Eventually they’d end up killing me, and you’d have to deal with Jonah and Foster with no way out.”

She stared at him. Could she believe anything he’d just said? He’d played her before. Was he playing her now? Maybe he was. But if she could make them all believe she was cooperating and that whatever he was trying to do was working, maybe she could find an opportunity to get Eli out of here.

Mark stared down into her face, his gaze searching. “Do we have a deal?”

She nodded in desperate calculation. He inhaled, then sighed. It sounded disappointed. Kola rumbled, not so much as a growl as a sort of moan.

“Yeah, I know,” he said, apparently to the bear. She frowned at him. Kola growled again, the sound making the room vibrate.

“You just lied to me, Kate,” Mark whispered. “I told you, we can smell a lie. Don’t you get it? You don’t have any options. You’d be better off trusting me than doing whatever reckless thing you have in mind. These guys don’t play. Now, once more. Do we have a deal?”

Fuck. Her heart sank as she realized he was right -- she had to trust him despite her doubts. Reluctantly, Kate nodded.

Mark stared into her eyes, his own glowing with his magic in shades of gold, yellow, and ocher. This time whatever he saw or smelled must have struck him as believable, because he finally nodded. “Good. I’m going make it as good for you as I possibly can, but it’s important that you play along.”

Kate stared up at him through the glow of his bear. His hard expression softened and the hand over her mouth shifted to cup her chin. If the regret in his eyes wasn’t genuine, he was a damned good actor.

But then, we’ve already established he’s a damn good actor, Kate thought with something between cynicism and despair. The bear rumbled again as Mark leaned in close and breathed, “I am sorry, Kate.”

Then he kissed her, his mouth surprisingly tender, his thumb tracing the line of her cheekbone in a slow, gliding touch.


Chapter Eleven

 

Kola seemed to explode in a torrent of sparks only to materialize a couple of feet away. The manifestation went right on growling, throwing in an occasional roar as it scanned the room with predatory intensity.

Kate shrank into the bed, eyeing the bear warily. “What’s he doing?” She kept the question to a bare breath.

“Keeping watch for Familiars. They can still spy on us, even when they’re so faint, you or I couldn’t see them. But Kola’s senses are better than ours when it comes to magic. This is still risky, but at this point we don’t have a choice.” His lips brushed her cheekbone as he braced on his elbows, keeping his weight from pressing into her uncomfortably.

Despite her suspicion, despite her anger and sense of betrayal, there was something tender about the way he held her. Kate found herself taking comfort in being surrounded by his protective warmth and weight.

I need this. It didn’t seem to matter whether she trusted him -- her body still responded to his. She could feel her heartbeat speeding, her nipples growing hard.

Kate stared searchingly up into the tough, handsome face so close to her own, in the pale light of dawn pouring in through the curtains. There was sadness and regret on his face that looked more like the Mark she’d come to know over the last few days, instead of the iceman he’d turned into when Foster arrived. “He was going to kill Zoe,” she murmured. “How could you stand there and watch that?”

“If I’d tried to save her, they’d have killed me. Too many guys with AR-15s. Then you and Eli would have been screwed. I had a choice -- you or her, and I picked you.”

She looked up at him, wanting desperately to believe him. But am I being suckered again?

Mark brushed her hair out of her eyes, his expression so tender she felt her heart clench. “You were so damn brave standing up for that idiot, but you almost gave me a heart attack. Don’t push Foster, Kate. He’s a vicious bastard, and he can turn on you in a heartbeat.”

“I noticed,” she whispered. “I mean, Zoe was sleeping with the bastard, and he was going to blow her head right off.”

“Yeah, but he didn’t. Thanks to you.” He traced his fingertips over the line of her cheeks in a gentle, feather-light touch. His eyes drew her in, hypnotic, glowing in the dim predawn light, shimmering gold threaded with ochre, sunshine yellow, fine streaks of honey and fire.

I want to paint him.

He made a low humming purr in his throat as he stroked a fingertip along the shell of her ear and down the line of her throat. His mouth trailed the finger in gentle kisses, tongue darting out to taste. “You’re so fucking beautiful.” His breath puffed warm on her skin, smelling of Power-Up and magic.

She relaxed under him, unable to resist that mouth. His lips opened over hers, his tongue thrusting deep. Kate groaned into his kiss, her tongue dancing with his. She was only distantly aware of Kola’s menacing soundtrack of rumbling, resonating growls.

Mark slid his hand lower along her ribs, down the jut of her hipbone, the line of her thigh. His body felt delicious against hers, long and hot and everywhere around her, feeling big as his bear. The magic of his tattoo spun against her aura, and she shivered a little at the ghostly swirl of power.

Mark’s muscular arms wrapped around her, and she let herself touch him. Let her fingers explore the swells and hollows of his powerful body, warm, furred with soft blond hair.

And realized that for the first time since she’d realized she had fallen under Zoe’s Bard spell, she felt… safe.

Mark rewarded her trust, kissing her slowly, his tongue gently tracing the seam of her lips until she opened for him. He dipped inside her mouth, suckling her tongue, his own stroking and swirling as she gradually relaxed, losing her wary distrust.

His lips felt like sun-warmed velvet, his gentleness a stark contrast to the fear and brutality she’d suffered in the past hours. Yet even as her body yearned for the tenderness he offered, a core of rebellion remained in her mind, tight and resentful.

He’d known the danger she and Eli were in, and he hadn’t warned her. If he’d told her what was going on days ago, she could have taken her grandfather and gotten the hell out of Wolf Springs. The thought made her tense again.

He drew back to look into her eyes. Those remarkable irises captured her again, pupils expanding as she watched, eating the gold. Abruptly, he caught her waist and rolled onto his back, settling her on top of his body.

Releasing her, Mark raised both arms, stretching them over his head to grip one wide wrist with the other hand. She frowned.

Kola issued one of those well-timed growls, allowing her to bend over him and whisper, “What’s this?”

“Letting you set the pace,” he said softly.

Kate eyed him. “Never took you for a switch.”

“I’m not,” he said under Kola’s growl, flashing his teeth in a wild grin.

The grin ignited something in her -- something equally wild and greedy. I want to make love to him, she realized. And if he was going to let her have the reins, she wanted that too.

Besides, he was right. Foster and Jonah would know if they didn’t have sex. Kate didn’t want either of them trying their hand at… anything.

She looked down at Mark’s big, magnificent body, all coiled power and extravagant masculinity. Licking her lips, she ran one hand across his broad chest, covered in the golden glow of his tatt. Felt his power nip and sting hers.

“That’s what I want,” he said in a normal voice, deep and carrying. “Just like that.”

Kate cringed a little, glancing toward the door. When she looked back at him, he mouthed, “They need to hear us.”

She grimaced, but she also knew he was right.

He gave her another one of his slow, seductive smiles. Unable to resist, Kate kissed him right on that tempting mouth, and he opened for her. She expected him to give her a taunting swirl of his tongue, but his lips merely softened. Yielded, as if giving her full control.

Testing, she swirled her own tongue deep, then gave his plump lower lip a teasing bite. He rewarded her with a hungry male noise and rolled his torso against hers in a fluid movement that made her acutely aware of his hardening cock.

Which in turn made her realize all over again that he hadn’t been hard when they’d been arguing. If this was a scam, wouldn’t he have been hard? Or am I just looking for a reason to believe him?

But as Mark rolled and surged under her, she realized she didn’t give a damn. Oh, fuck it. Kate began to work her way downward, dealing little nips and teasing licks to his lips, his angular cheekbones, the line of his jaw, the jut of his chin. The man could be a movie star…

A small acid voice in her head added, God knows he’s a good actor.

The thought made her bite a little harder, enough so that she knew it must sting. Mark didn’t so much as flinch, and she found herself feeling a trifle guilty. If he was telling the truth -- if he really was working for the FBI -- he’d been in a bad spot. And he had repeatedly tried to talk her into taking Granddad and leaving. Would he have done that if he was just running a con?

“Why?” she whispered.

Kola rumbled again, providing cover for Mark’s whisper. “Why, what?”

“You could’ve told me before just like you’re doing now. Why didn’t you?”

“Yes, I could have,” he admitted, as she strained to hear him over Kola’s chainsaw rumble. “But I saw Ripper walk right through the wall into Eli’s house. He was basically invisible. If he’d done that at the wrong time…”

Then she’d still be in this mess, except Mark might well be dead. As that realization hit, Kate felt her anger drain. She licked the bite she just given him in a swirling apology.

And realized she’d have to be an idiot to give up this opportunity to make love to Mark Delaney. Especially considering the real possibility that her life was going to go straight to hell.

With a low moan of need, she bent to taste the hard jut of one masculine nipple. As she swirled her tongue around it, gave it a gentle bite, he made a soft rumbling sound of approval that sent a hot comet of arousal shooting through her.

Even as she began to grow even wetter, she started working her way down Mark’s body, tasting and exploring. He felt so damn good beneath her, the scent of him intoxicating, the taste of him clean and male, flavored with the wild, intoxicating tang of Feral magic.

She paused at his protective tattoo and licked her way over one swirling sigil, feeling its power vibrate against her tongue.

A wicked thought popped into her head, and Kate grinned against his skin. She began to kiss her way lower, headed for that jutting, tempting cock. And felt him grow even harder, the thick shaft curving between them, pre-cum dewing its mushroom head.

“Yes,” he growled, his voice deep, demanding. His hips rolled, making his cock grind against her hip.

She paused at his bellybutton to lick teasing little circles around it, then dipped her tongue inside, feeling his muscles jerk in reaction. Rolling her eyes up, she caught him watching her with his head lifted, lust bright and hot in his eyes. With a satisfied little purr, Kate turned her head and took the side of his long cock in her mouth, just below its flushed head. He tasted delightfully erotic, as if someone had distilled everything male and sexy into one hot, hard package.

Mark groaned, a deep sound of lust and desire. Delicately, Kate cupped his testicles, gave them a gentle squeeze, rolling them between her fingers. He went stock-still, as if wondering what she intended.

Good. I want him wondering. Want him feeling as desperate, as needy, as I do.

She sat up and moved until she could straddle his body head down, then began to back up toward his mouth, as if getting room to take that big cock into her mouth. Listening to his rumble of masculine anticipation, she smiled slyly.

Instead, she straddled his face and canted her hips lower. Teasing him with the smell of wet pussy.

“Yeah, sixty-nine is my favorite number…” he breathed.

His first lick tracked from her clit to the opening of her pussy, then dipped inside to thrust, in teasing little squirm-inducing licks. Kate purred in bliss.

Taking a quick glance around while she was at it, she confirmed the only glowing animal in the room was Kola, still keeping watch.

Mark rumbled in approval, sounding more than a little bearish himself, licking and playing, tongue thrusting, then lifting his head to suckle her clit.

She rewarded him with a long, slow lick up the length of his cock.

Kola rumbled hungrily, and under the sound’s camouflage, she breathed, “Just how sorry are you?” She straightened, hands braced on his abdomen just above the violently hard shaft. Pointedly not grasping it.

Mark froze for a moment before his laughter puffed warm air over her wet, swollen pussy. “Touché,” he murmured.

Then he began to work her hard, sucking first one lip of her inner labia, then the other, tugging hard. Kate gasped in pleasure, throwing her head back as delight stabbed its way up her spine.

Mark reached up her body with one hand to seek out one nipple, pulling and tugging with just the perfect friction. With the other, he spread one cheek and slowly inserted his thumb up her backside.

Kate jerked with a muffled squeak, and he laughed wickedly against her pussy, then went back to feasting, licking and sucking ruthlessly. Every hot stroke of his tongue sent another electric jolt of sheer delight up her spine. He sank two fingers into her pussy, pumping his hand in and out of sex and ass as his tongue danced. Closing his mouth around her clit, he sucked so hard that Kate gasped and jolted, her body twisting in sheer delight.

Deciding to reward him for the boiling pleasure, she bent low over his erection, angling it until she could lick the pearl of pre-cum away. Then she sucked the fat mushroom head into her mouth and began to work him deeper, determined to take him to the balls.

But it was so damned hard to concentrate with Mark’s talented tongue flicking and circling her clit, his fingers teasing her ass and pussy. Hot pleasure pumped from every bundle of nerves he tormented with such erotic skill. She could feel her inner muscles beginning to pulse and clamp even as she tried to swallow more of Mark’s cock.

Imagining what it would feel like filling her up. Hot and thick and…

The climax boiled out of nowhere, a searing explosion. Kate came, the cock in her mouth almost choking her, forcing her to pull away so she could breathe as pulse after pulse of pleasure stormed her dazzled brain.

She was still shuddering when Mark caught her around the waist and dumped her on her back. As she lay there, boneless and stunned, he rolled to his feet and headed to the bathroom. She heard water running as he washed up, then a drawer opening and closing.

Still quivering, Kate looked around as he walked back in, his violently erect cock sheathed in a condom, his eyes glowing in the rosy dawn light. He came down on top of her, his handsome face fierce with hunger and need. She felt the thick heat of his cock press against her belly as he bent to kiss her, his mouth slow and thorough. She reached up to fist her hands in his thick blond hair, glorying in the heat of his mouth, the raw hunger. The hand that found her nipple and teased.

With a low groan, Kate lifted both legs and wrapped them around his muscled ass, opening herself for him. “Need you now…”

Mark rumbled like his bear and reached down, taking his cock in hand. Kate caught her breath, eager for that first hard, all-consuming thrust.

He didn’t disappoint her. He entered in a powered rush, his thick cock stroking hard between her swollen lips and up her slick channel, tearing a shrill, delighted cry from her lips. The orgasm that had faded pulsed back to life, and she writhed under him, nails digging into his broad shoulders, heels digging into the taut muscle of his ass. Wanting more.

Wanting it all.

And he gave her all, filling her, shafting her hard, eyes glowing, teeth set in a fierce predatory snarl. “Mine!” he growled, and Kola roared, the sound savage, primal.

Kate yowled back, her body shaking from the rocket climb of her rebounding orgasm.

Gold eyes wide and triumphant and a little crazed, he stared into her face, demanding, lips pulled back from set teeth as he fucked her. Her climax hit a third crescendo, and Kate convulsed, losing herself in the pulsing pleasure, half blinded.

Mark roared, echoed by his bear, head thrown back, the cords standing in hard relief on his strong neck. “God, yeah!”

“Yessssss,” Kate gasped, loving it. Despite the situation, despite the fear and exhaustion of the night before. Forgetting everything but the glory of making love to Mark Delaney.

* * *

At last Mark collapsed beside her on the bed, breathing hard.

Without even thinking, Kate rolled over on top of him and draped an arm over the width of his muscular chest, nestling into that hollow between his shoulder and his pectorals that seemed specifically designed for her head. And lay panting, staring up at the angle of his hard jaw as she concentrated on breathing.

Mark turned his head and looked down at her. And smiled with something more than the satisfaction of a man who’d just given a woman a really good orgasm. Something that looked almost like…

No, the voice of common sense told her firmly. It’s not.

* * *

They took a leisurely shower, pausing to kiss and caress. One thing led to another, and Kate found her back braced against the tile wall, clinging to Mark with aching thighs and both arms as he plunged into her, powering them both to another mind-blasting climax.

At last, they stumbled out of the shower, Kate’s knees trembling, Mark looking lazy and a touch smug. She dressed in the leggings and oversized tee she’d packed for the failed escape, then got to work with a hair dryer on her unruly mane.

She heard a strange chime she didn’t recognize. Mark glanced at his phone. “You give Eli his meds at eight, right?”

“Yeah.” She paused in dragging a brush through her curls and frowned. “Where’s my phone?”

“Foster’s got it. That’s why I set medicine alarms on mine.”

Kate frowned. “I want it back.”

He angled her a look. “That’s a non-starter.”

Yeah, it probably was, but it still pissed her off, despite the lingering afterglow of some seriously good sex.

Then heat scalded her cheeks as she suddenly realized everyone in the house had probably heard them having that very good sex. Especially given all the ursine commentary from Kola.

And that included her grandfather.

Well, shit.

Yeah, this was going to be seriously awkward. What was she going to tell Granddad? It was going to look as if she’d crawled in bed with the enemy and proceeded to scream the house down. Her cheeks went scalding hot.

“Sorry,” Mark said softly. He hesitated. “I could take care of his meds.”

“Yeah, not that big a coward. Besides, I want to check on him.”

* * *

Kate stared at Foster in stunned rage. “What do you mean, Eli isn’t here?”

The Feral leaned back in a throne of an executive desk chair that sat behind a desk that could have doubled as an aircraft carrier. Apparently, he liked to cosplay as a corporate CEO.

Foster’s smile was faint, his eyes watchful and calculating. “I felt you needed a little more incentive to cooperate. I sent him to one of my other houses. Don’t worry, he’s quite safe. Two of my men will take care of him.”

“Get him back,” Kate demanded, her voice as icy as her rage was hot. “Or I swear to Christ, I’ll drop that Goddamn ward -- and I will not raise it again.”

“Kate…” Mark murmured. She was too busy glaring at Foster to even glance at him.

“Then I’ll have you killed and find another Arcanist.”

“Go ahead,” Kate snarled. “I just committed felony magic for your ass. At this point I have nothing to lose. The only thing I give a shit about is my grandfather, and if you take him away from me, I am done with you. And no Arcanist you can afford is any match for me.”

“Kate,” Mark repeated, the warning in his tone sharpening.

She shot him a furious glare. “How do I know he’s even still alive? For all I know, one of these damn bastards killed him, and this fucker is trying to lie me into cooperating.”

She didn’t even see Foster move. One moment he was sitting at his desk, looking like any of the other powerful bastards she had dealt with in her life.

The next, magic exploded in her face, and a forest of grizzly fangs was inches from her nose. The raw power of the manifestation blasted her consciousness, and she leaped back.

“Watch how you talk to me!” Foster snapped. He was still sitting behind his desk, even as his grizzly reared, head brushing the ceiling as it snarled down at her.

Kate stared up at the bear, and for a moment her mind generated horrific images of what those teeth could do to her. If there was a worse death than getting eaten by a bear, she couldn’t think of it. Even if the bear in question had no stomach, its manifested teeth could still tear her apart.

But the bastard had Eli, and Kate had dealt with more than her share of powerful, threatening bullies. She forced herself to take a long step forward, glaring up at the bear even as her knees shook. “Give me back my grandfather!”

A big hand clamped down on her shoulder and pulled her away from the bear’s teeth. “Why don’t we let her FaceTime with Eli as proof of life?” Mark suggested.

“Why in the fuck should I reward this behavior?” Foster demanded coldly.

“Why should I trust you to keep your promises?” she spat back.

“Kate,” Mark said. “Getting yourself killed is not going to help Eli. In fact, it only makes him an inconvenient witness.”

Kate looked back at him, shaking with fear and rage. I should have helped Granddad cast that damn death spell he’d wanted. If I’d known, I would have. Somehow she bit the words back and gritted instead, “I want to see him.”

Foster studied them for an icy moment before he said, “That can be arranged.”

Abruptly the bear disappeared. It took all Kate’s willpower to keep her knees from collapsing under her.

“Who’s with him?” Mark asked Foster.

“Morrison and Perkins.”

Mark pulled out his cell phone and punched in a number. Apparently he didn’t use voice commands. A moment later, he said, “Hey, Wayne, we need to do a FaceTime with the old man. His granddaughter wants to talk to him.” Pause. “Yeah, the boss says so.” He met Kate’s angry gaze. “Morrison’s going to wake him up.”

There was a nerve-wracking pause while Kate waited. Eli could be erratic even when he understood what the hell was going on. What if he fought them? What if they hurt him?

Finally Mark handed his phone over. Kate took it and looked down into the dazed eyes of her grandfather. A dark purple bruise swelled one cheekbone, and his lips trembled.

Fury washed away her fear. “Who hit you?”

He met her gaze in bewildered hurt, words tumbling out in a rush. “What did I do, Kate? I didn’t mean… You know I’d never hurt you. I’m so sorry… Just… Just let me come back. These guys…”

Her rage vanished into sick dismay. “Wait, what do you mean? What are you talking about?”

“I know I screw up sometimes, but I didn’t mean to hurt you.” His distress and fear twisted a knife in her heart. “I’m… I’m sorry.”

“Granddad, you didn’t hurt me. I want to know who hurt you?”

“I’m sorry I hit you. You didn’t have to put me here. I…”

“I didn’t put you there! It was Foster…” Tears stung her eyes.

“Kate.”

She looked up to meet Mark’s gaze. There was compassion on his face as he said gently, “That’s not gonna help. You don’t want him to try to run away.”

Her first thought was, As long as he gets away… Her second was, But what if they shoot him trying to escape? If he ran, anything might happen. “Have you had your potion?”

Tears sheened Eli’s eyes. “They said I don’t need it. But I do. I do if I hurt you…”

“You didn’t hurt me,” she repeated through her teeth. But I’m going to hurt the people who told you I did. “Don’t worry, Granddad, I’ll fix this.”

“It’s time to hang up now,” Foster said, amusement in his voice. “Hang up, Kate.”

He thought this was funny. “Give me a Goddamn minute!” As her grandfather flinched, she groped for control. “Granddad, I love you. Don’t let anyone tell you differently. It’s going to be okay, I swear. I’ll fix this. You didn’t hurt me no matter what they say, and I am going to fix this.”

“Hang up, Mark,” Foster said, now annoyed and impatient.

Mark reached out to take the phone away. She forced herself to let it go. Damned if she’d entertain Foster by wrestling for it.

Instead, she met the gang leader’s gaze. He smiled, smug satisfaction on his face, obviously thinking she’d been put in her place.

The fury she felt steamed through her blood. Her gaze fell on the charm around the big Feral’s neck -- the one she’d painted in her blood. The one that carried her magic. I could use it to kill him. Hell, I could kill every fucking one of them. She fought to keep the thought from showing on her face. Instead she said, “Tell them not to hit him again and I’ll do whatever you say.”

Foster laughed, a harsh bark. “If you think I’m going to let you cast a death spell on me, you’re out of your mind.”

Shit. Her scent must have given her away.

Foster looked at Mark. “Whatever you did last night didn’t stick. Get her on board or I’ll give her to Jonah. By the time he gets done with her, she’ll be too afraid to look at anything but her shoes.”

Kate snapped a glance at Mark. Once again, he wore his iceman face. “Given the fact that neither one of them has any self-control, Jonah would probably end up killing her. Then we’d be back to trying to find a decent Arc again.”

Foster shrugged. “If she’s going to try to kill us, she’s not worth it.” He turned that icy attention on her. “And if I have no reason to let you live, your grandfather is equally useless. Don’t imagine his death will be painless.”

Fear drowned the last of her anger. “Fine. Just… Just leave my grandfather alone and I’ll cooperate.”

“You’d better. Or I’ll take you in hand myself. And believe me, bitch, you’d rather have Jonah. Mark may have a soft spot for you -- or should I say a hard spot -- but I don’t. No woman’s that good in bed.”

He leaned forward and fixed her in an inhuman gold gaze. “In case you haven’t figured it out, I can smell every thought in your head. When you confronted my bear, you were so frightened you could have pissed yourself. And I knew the moment you decided to try to kill me. I spent ten years fighting Caliphate sorcerers, you stupid cunt. You wouldn’t be the first Arcanist I tore apart, and you won’t be the last. Mind your place or you and that grandfather of yours will regret it.”

She swallowed, but knew she had to push the importance of Eli’s meds. “He needs his potion. Three drops in orange juice every eight hours. If your men don’t make sure he takes his meds, the damage may not be reversible.”

“Then the sooner you do as you’re told, the sooner you get your granddad back so you can take care of what’s left of him.”

“I fixed your ward. What else do you want me to do?”

“My alchemist believes the Booster will be more effective if you cast an amplification spell on the raw materials. She’ll be arriving at the compound shortly. I expect you to give her every cooperation.”

He turned and waved a dismissive hand at Mark. “Get her out of here. And watch her like a hawk. Make sure she doesn’t do something she and her grandfather will regret.”

Mark caught her elbow. “Let’s go, Kate.”

Her impulse was to jerk away from him, but her knees were shaking so hard, she was afraid she’d fall on her ass. Wordlessly, she let him escort her out, terror and despair tearing at her heart.

* * *

Mark had to fight to control his fury at the fine tremble in Kate’s arm as he guided her down the hall. Her face was pale and set, her eyes wide and glistening with tears of anger, humiliation, and despair. He breathed in slowly for a four count, held for four, breathed out for four. Repeated it as they walked, working to flush the anger from his mind.

Emotion had been his worst enemy since he was ten, but he’d learned how to manage it. How to hide the scent of fury. Kate had no damned idea. When her scent had gone from the reek of pain to the acrid tang of an adrenaline spike, it had been all he could do not to curse. He’d known Foster would know what it meant as well as he did.

Watching the bastard terrorize her without ripping his head off had tested Mark’s control to its limit. He’d known Foster had probably smelled the rage he couldn’t quite control, but the bastard had apparently thought it was Kate he was pissed at.

That was the thing about smelling emotions -- you might know what someone was feeling, but you could only guess at why. Luckily, the drug lord’s arrogant assumptions had saved Mark more than once when his control had slipped.

Unfortunately, Foster expected Kate to buck and plot. He’d known the charms could be used against him and had obviously decided to keep Kate so terrorized, she wouldn’t dare try anything.

Mark lengthened his stride, almost dragging her down the hall. He needed to get her alone. Two guards saw them coming, turned, and went the other way. Apparently, Mark looked pissed. Even Kate knew it, judging from the unnerved stare she was giving him, as if wondering if he was about to hurt her.

Damnit, one step forward, two steps back. No surprise. Once trust is broken, it’s hard to get back.

I fucking hate this.

Mark hauled her into his room and banged the door shut behind them. Thrusting her away, he manifested Kola in an explosion of magic. The bear, reading his intention, materialized growling.

Kate’s eyes widened and she backed away, sending a dart of guilt through him.

Suppressing a genuine growl of frustration, Mark caught her arm again and dragged her in close so he could put his lips against her ear. “I have to get in contact with the FBI,” he said as Kola rumbled menacingly. “I’m going to call them in again. The whole point of this operation was to find out who Foster’s alchemist is and bust her ass.”

Her eyes widened, and she straightened out of her instinctive cringe. “And now Foster’s bringing her here.”

“Exactly,” he breathed under Kola’s menacing snarl. “The FBI can move in and make the arrest and this whole fucking nightmare will be over. You just have to hold on a little bit longer.”

“We still have to get him to bring Eli back.”

“So you’re going to have to cooperate,” he murmured. She could barely hear him, given the bear’s histrionics. “In the meantime, I’m going to need you to start having a screaming argument with me and Kola. We need to make it look like I’m obeying Foster’s orders to terrorize you.”

“Which would make my cooperation more believable.”

“And I need the cover of a lot of noise so I can message my FBI contact. It may be a long text string, and the last thing we need is to have someone catch me at it. You and Kola are going to have to provide me with cover.”

“Rrrrrrrnolfffff!”

“What do you want me to do?” She had to strain to hear him.

“Grrrrroooooooolll!”

“Pretend to be scared.”

“Herrrolf grrrr arrrrrrooow!”

“Well, that’s not a challenge. I am scared.”

“Rrrrooooorrrrrrrrr!”

“Consider this your opportunity to tell the whole goddamn compound exactly what you think of me.” Mark reached for his phone as the bear moved closer and surrounded him in his manifestation. The bear brightened until anyone who opened the door wouldn’t be able to tell that Mark was texting while Kate and Kola raised hell.

“Get away from me!” Kate screamed. “I cannot believe I thought you cared about me when you’re just the latest in a long line of lying bastards!”

Kola rumbled menacingly. Kate spun away, grabbed a chair, and flipped it over with a crash. “Don’t you touch me!” The bear moved toward her, and she stumbled back, hitting the bureau hard enough to knock it hard into the wall. “Oww! You fucker!”

Mark entered the code into the calculator to bring up the Spookchat app. When it popped up, he began to type furiously, praying his contact was available. Jimmy, the alchemist is coming to the compound.

A spinning ball appeared on the screen, replaced a moment later by text. You sure?

They want Kate to work an amplification spell on the Booster ingredients.

We’ve got the bastards!

Problem: Foster sent Eli away with 2 men. Kate’s got to cast the amp spell before Foster will let him return. If we can’t get him back, Foster’s thugs may kill him if they realize there’s been a raid.

There was a pause.

Do whatever you have to. It’s going to take me time to get the arrest team in place anyway. Especially since we have to do the whole thing without attracting that crooked sheriff’s attention. If he sees a report of a SWAT van rolling into his county, he’ll alert Foster. I’m looking forward to arresting that dirty son of a bitch almost as much as the gang.

Not as much as I’m looking forward to arresting Foster. Be aware, he and his brother are going to put up a hell of a fight.

Yeah, well, there are Ferals on the SWAT team.

Kate collapsed on the bed and began to cry. Loudly. He winced. Judging by the scent, the tears were completely genuine. She must be venting emotion she’d otherwise have too much pride to show.

“You fucker… You fucker…” she gasped. “You’re gonna get me killed. I’m going to end up on death row for this bullshit.”

Mark’s mouth tightened. I assume you won’t be charging Kate. She’ll be more than happy to testify against these bastards.

The answer took far too long to come back. I’m going to have to talk to my superiors about that.

Foster blackmailed her, Jimmy. Threatened to kill Eli. She didn’t have a choice.

I’ll do what I can. But there are laws against casting that kind of spell for a reason. And the politics…

Yeah, the politics. There were Humanists in the Department of Justice who always had an axe to grind when it came to Talents. Kola’s next growl was especially vicious as he reacted to Mark’s rage. Well, if some asshole decided to turn her into a Freedom News talking point, Mark wouldn’t sit still for it. He was still a war hero, and Nate Carter had a hell of a lot of power. Between him and his boss, they’d find a way to keep Kate out of the line of legal fire.

Somehow.

Unfortunately, the FBI was hardly their immediate problem. The real challenge was going to be keeping Foster or that nut job Jonah from killing her when the FBI SWAT team moved in.

I’ll fucking find a way, Mark thought grimly. One way or another, I’m going to protect her and Eli.


Chapter Twelve

 

Kate stood outside the main house waiting for the alchemist with Foster and his thugs. Then there was Jonah, who kept trying to invade her personal space. It made her skin crawl.

She couldn’t get her grandfather’s face out of her mind -- the tormented confusion in his eyes, the bruise on his cheek. Every time she thought about it, sullen rage threatened her self-control.

Damn, she’d love to lay a death spell on the Lloyds. Even if it got her a capital magical murder conviction, as long as she took out the bastards who’d killed Grandma, she’d die happy.

Thank God for Mark. He stood just behind her right shoulder, close enough that she could feel his comforting warmth.

Meanwhile, Zoe had sidled over as close to both of them as she dared, considering Foster’s proximity to Kate. There was a feverish desperation in the Bard’s eyes and a bracelet of bruises around her wrists. Kate had attempted to talk to her about the marks, but she’d shot a panicked look at Foster and shook her head mutely.

Before Kate could think of a way to get her alone, the gates swung open and a silver BMW rolled up the long drive. It pulled up to the curb in front of them and parked, and a well-dressed couple got out.

Kate closed her eyes to check their magic. Both glowed with the distinctive patterns of alchemist magic. The man was tall, balding, and thoroughly ordinary. So was his power.

The woman… wasn’t ordinary. She blazed like a spotlight. Huh. What the hell is she doing making drugs for Foster when she could be pulling down seven figures in the pharmaceuticals industry?

Kate opened her eyes and got an even bigger surprise as the woman stepped onto the curb and smiled at her. “Kate!” she said in the kind of tone you used with a colleague you ran into at the company Christmas party. “It’s been a minute.”

Kate stared at her in surprise. Myra Bradshaw had been the head alchemist at the American Alchemical Pharmaceuticals, one of the first -- and biggest -- AP companies on the planet. They’d met years before when Peterson Cybernetics, Kate’s company, had been providing tech support for AAP. “What are you doing here, Myra?”

“Making money,” the alchemist told her with an arch grin. A fashionably slender blonde, she looked thirty though Kate knew she was closer to fifty. Whatever Arcanist had done her facelift had been damn good. She wore a red Antonio Sargent suit that probably cost five or six thousand. “I got tired of working for sociopathic assholes.”

The words were out before Kate could call them back. “Then why the hell are you working for Foster?”

Myra stared, then barked a surprised laugh. “Kate, he’s working for me.”

Wait, what? Kate looked at Foster, who lifted a shoulder in a shrug of agreement, an expression of dry amusement on his face. “But I thought…”

Then it hit her. “Bradshaw -- Wait, this is your house?”

Myra smiled. “Inherited it from my grandfather. Tell you what, I’ll explain while we fix lunch.” She threaded an arm through Kate’s and gave her a winning smile. “I’m starved, and I’m sure you’re sick of ham sandwiches. I didn’t hire this bunch for their culinary skills.” She turned to Foster. “Please tell the boys to stack the supplies there.” She gestured at the paved circle in front of the house. “Kate can cast the amplification spell after we eat.”

“Of course,” Foster said, giving her an actual smile. What’s more, it was definitely a subordinate-to-boss kind of smile, without so much as a hint of menace.

“I’ll be happy to help cook too,” Zoe said, her tone a little desperate. Probably hoping to get away from Foster.

Myra’s glance at her was ever so slightly icy. “I think we’ve got it under control.” She tugged Kate toward the house. Mark followed, and the alchemist paused to look him up and down, her hazel gaze calculating. “You must be the new guy. Glad to have you on board. Foster said you had an excellent reputation in the Corps.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Mark said, with a smile that got nowhere near his eyes.

“So polite,” Myra purred.

* * *

Myra put Kate to work chopping vegetables, apparently trusting Mark to make sure she didn’t try anything lethal with the knife. Kate didn’t object -- it gave her something to do with her hands while she tried to figure out what the hell was going on.

Back when they’d worked together, Myra had commanded a team of two hundred alchemists and researchers for AAP. At the time, the pharmaceutical giant had been the target of a magical corporate sabotage operation, and Kate had worked closely with her as they’d tried to determine where along the supply chain the sabotage was occurring. Between them and the company’s security team, they’d managed to set a trap for the saboteur -- who turned out to be an AAP Arcanist in the pay of a rival company. They’d turned the woman over to the Feds.

Myra was extremely powerful -- and extremely well paid. An alchemist with her Talent could pull down a salary in the millions -- Alchemy was a comparatively rare skill, especially at that power level. Kate had made a good salary, but it had been nowhere near Myra’s stratospheric income.

“So,” the older woman said after they’d worked in silence for twenty minutes or so, “I heard what happened at Peterson Cybernetics.” She sighed and shook her head. “I had no idea Peterson was that big a fool. He’d have done better to fire Stefan and keep you.”

Kate froze, knife in mid-air, staring at the older woman as furious heat flooded her cheekbones.

“Oh, come on,” Myra said, scoffing. “You know how the corporate Talent community loves to gossip. Besides, I could tell how smitten you were with that useless little bastard.” She shook her head. “I wanted to warn you, but I didn’t think you’d believe me.”

Kate put her knife down, suddenly sick of pretenses. “Myra, Foster’s holding me hostage. He’s separated me from my grandfather -- who has Holt’s, by the way -- and they’ve refused to give Granddad his potion. Foster’s threatened to kill both of us if I don’t cooperate. Stefan being a using prick isn’t even in the same universe as that. And now you tell me you’re in charge of these psychos?”

Myra met her gaze calmly, without a hint of shame or guilt. “Yes.”

She threw up her hands. “I can’t believe you! Foster forced me to commit felony magic! That ward spell could get me the death penalty!”

“Then you have nothing to lose, do you?”

“I have everything to lose. Foster is a sociopath, Myra, and his brother killed my grandmother!”

The alchemist sighed. “Yes, and I’m sorry for that. I didn’t authorize it, and I made my displeasure very clear to them.”

“Displeasure?”

“I understand your anger, Kate, but you need to take a longer view.”

Kate stared. “Of what? Being murdered?”

The older woman huffed. “Don’t be melodramatic. With you amplifying the efficacy of the ingredients, I can make Boost into a game-changer for the Talent community. As is, that potion can double even mediocre magical abilities. Think of what the Arcane Corps could do with an army of Ferals with the turbo-charged version we could make. China, Russia, the Caliphate -- none of them would dare try anything. We could sell it to the military and make billions.”

“Then why do it illegally? Why not go to the military to begin with instead of hiring a drug gang as a sales force? That makes no damn sense…”

The other woman’s gaze flickered. “There was a problem with an early formulation of the potion.”

The pieces snapped together in Kate’s head. “You cut corners, patients died in the initial trials, and AAP fired you. You couldn’t get another job with your reputation bricked.”

Myra’s eyes narrowed and her lips thinned. “Aren’t you the clever one.” She made a dismissive gesture with a ringed hand. “At any rate, I figured out what went wrong and fixed it. There have been no deaths with this version. And if you help me amplify its effectiveness…”

“Jonah killed my grandmother!”

“Which is regrettable, but the potential…”

“Regrettable? She was my grandmother, and that fucker blew her head off!”

“Aren’t you tired of being treated like a flunky by people who don’t have half your intelligence and absolutely no Talent whatsoever?” Myra demanded, her gaze hard, bright, and fierce. “In a just world, the vast majority of those assholes wouldn’t be able to get a job at McDonald’s. Most of them have only one ‘accomplishment’ -- they got spawned by wealthy parents. They use that inherited money to found companies and hire far more intelligent and capable people to run them. Then they get even more obscenely wealthy off our blood, sweat and tears. Meanwhile, the Humanists are busy making laws to strip us of our rights. They’re talking about putting us in fucking camps, Kate! With this drug, they wouldn’t dare! We’d be able to protect ourselves, regardless of their numbers or how many automatic weapons they have.”

Kate snorted. “Myra, that drug of yours is the reason Zoe tried to force my grandmother into reinforcing the ward, and when she failed, Jonah killed her. Then Zoe took even more of the shit and tried to do the same thing to me. She barely knew what planet she was on.”

“Zoe’s an idiot. Boost is relatively safe if taken as directed. I’m sorry for what she did to you and your grandmother, but it wasn’t the fault of the potion.”

“No, Foster had just terrorized the poor twit until she thought bespelling me was the only way to keep from getting killed. Having been on the receiving end of his tender mercies, I fully understand where she was coming from.”

Myra sighed. “First off, I’m not going let either of them do that to you again. Not if you come to work for me.”

“That gate spell is designed to kill people, Myra. What happens if some trespassing kid tries to go over the wall? I’d have their blood on my hands.”

“Why do you think we have guards on the gate? I wanted to make damn sure nobody ends up dead.” Myra gave her a narrow, calculating look. “Kate, I’m one of the best alchemists in the country. Has it occurred to you that working together, you and I could cure your grandfather’s Holt’s?”

Kate froze, staring at her for a stunned moment before common sense prevailed. “Now you’re just insulting my intelligence. That would take years of experimentation, and even then, there’d be no guarantee.”

“I can do it, Kate. I know I can. And in the meantime, you and I can make the drug he’s on now more effective.”

Kate started to tell her that she wasn’t that big a sucker, but then noticed Mark staring at her over Myra’s head, his gaze warning. She clamped her mouth shut and turned away. “Yeah, right.”

“I’m serious, Kate,” Myra insisted. “Before I left AAP, we were working on a treatment for Holt’s. We had formulated a potion that had real promise. It’s still in clinical trials, but the two of us working together could recreate it and stabilize him.”

For a moment, Kate was tempted… But. “Sorry, I’ve been played for a sucker too many times.”

“I’m not playing you. All you have to do is work with me, Kate. And in the meantime, I will make sure Foster and Jonah keep their distance.”

“Still not that big a sucker.”

“Look, I don’t blame you for being angry. You have every right to be. But if you agree to work with me on an improved version of Boost, we can create something that will make all the difference for Eli -- and everyone else suffering from Holt’s. What’s more, with the new Boost, both of us would be even more effective than we are now.”

Kate snorted. “More likely, we’d both end up on death row -- or as dead as the human lab rats in your last trial.”

“Nobody is going to charge us once we go public with this,” Myra insisted. “Think how many times we’ve seen our corporate masters do shady shit and get away with it. Laws don’t apply to people with that kind of power.”

“Sure they don’t.” Kate laughed shortly and started to go back to chopping onions.

Only to meet Mark’s gaze again. He was staring so hard at her, she almost felt she could read his mind. Kate, shut the fuck up. Play along.

She paused a heartbeat, then looked away, her heart pounding as she remembered the FBI raid he’d said he was organizing.

“How old is your grandfather?” Myra asked.

“Seventy-two,” Kate replied mechanically, trying to figure out how to walk back all the shit she’d just said. Because Mark was right -- they needed to set this bitch up for the good of all humanity.

“He doesn’t have many more years left. Wouldn’t you rather have him back -- fully back -- so that you both can enjoy whatever time you have together? Otherwise there will come a day when he’ll be dying, and you’ll actually be relieved because you can’t stand to see him suffer any longer. I can save you from that, Kate. Working together we can save a lot of people from that.”

Damn, she’s good. Despite the dictates of common sense, part of her wanted to believe Myra meant what she said -- could actually do what she said she could.

The idea of getting Eli back, of being able to spend time with the intelligent, kind man she’d known instead of the erratic, suffering, violent Holt’s victim…

But to do it, I’d have to betray everything Granddad believes in. Everything I believe in. Somehow Kate resisted the impulse to look at Mark, knowing it might give him away.

Moral people didn’t sacrifice others to save themselves. And if she did it anyway, she’d never be able to look at herself in the mirror again. No matter what rationalization she came up with would excuse her behavior.

Trouble was, she had to get Eli back from wherever Foster was keeping him. Which meant she had to pretend to play along.

She turned to Myra and met the woman’s gaze, her own hard. “If I work this spell for you, you will make Foster bring Eli back to the compound so I can give him his potion. Otherwise, you can forget any cooperation, because I am sick and tired of being jerked around.”

Myra gave her a warm smile. “Of course, you are. I’d feel the same way.” She put a hand on Kate’s shoulder. “But I’m the one in charge here, and if you help me, I’ll protect you. Stick with me and don’t worry about Foster. He’s just muscle. And I am not going to screw you.”

Sure, you aren’t, Kate thought.

* * *

While the meal was cooking, Kate told Myra she needed a few moments to think. She headed outside, Mark at her heels. Neither of them spoke.

But as she stared across the lawn, she spotted Zoe sitting in a huddle under a tree. The Bard looked so miserable, Kate felt a twinge of pity. She headed over and sat down beside the other woman. Mark stopped just far enough away to give them the illusion of privacy. “How are you doing?” Kate asked softly.

Zoe gave her a haunted look. “What do you care? I got you into this. If I hadn’t taken that damn drug, I wouldn’t have been so fucking stupid.” A tear rolled down her cheek. “Foster’s going to kill me. Sooner or later, he’s going to kill me.”

“No, he’s not.” Impulsively, Kate laid a hand on her shoulder and gave it a comforting squeeze. “Yeah, you fucked up. You shouldn’t have gotten involved with these assholes to begin with. But once you had…” She shook her head. “I can see how it snowballed on you.”

“Should have known better.” A muscle rolled in her delicate jaw. “You’d think after Arcane Island, I’d have better sense than to get involved with another asshole. But noooo. Foster’s a million times worse than Jackson Gilbert ever thought about being.” Zoe sighed and began to run her hands up and down her thighs in a nervous, driven gesture. “I came back to Wolf Springs because my mom left me the house here when she passed. Then Foster offered me a job. I thought he was so sexy, so… exciting. I thought here was my way back. He gave me some Boost, and all of a sudden I had so goddamn much power, and I wanted more. I started making stupid mistakes.” A tear spilled down her cheek and she wiped it angrily away. “I heard what she said. About getting you to work with them. Don’t do it. They’re going to destroy you too, and you don’t deserve it. Me, I’ve maybe got it coming. But you -- you’re a good person.”

Kate almost said she had no intention of cooperating, but she knew the Bard was untrustworthy as hell. Groping for something else to say, she touched Zoe’s bruised wrist and changed the subject. “This looks like somebody held you down.”

She laughed raggedly. “It’s not what you think -- it was consensual. I know I can’t make the bastard care about me. Foster doesn’t give a shit about anybody, except maybe Jonah, and probably not him either. But I’m hoping if I do exactly as I’m told… Maybe I can survive this.”

Definitely untrustworthy. But pitiful.

Zoe turned one hand and caught Kate’s as she started to pull away. “Listen, you need to stay with Mark. I mean, all the time.” She licked her lips. “Don’t let Jonah catch you alone. He did that to me once. It was… I thought he was going to kill me.”

Kate winced. “I’m sorry.”

Zoe stared at her for a long moment. “You know, I think you really are.” She sounded almost wondering. Another tear spilled. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you standing up for me. You took a big risk I didn’t deserve.” She smiled, but it was more than a little twisted. “You’re a nice lady. I’m not. Never have been.”

“Zoe…”

The Bard’s thin, cold fingers reached out and grabbed hers. She leaned in, her gaze suddenly fierce. “Don’t let them destroy you. Because if they can, they absolutely will.”

“Kate?” Myra said. She was standing only a couple of yards away, and Kate silently cursed herself for not being more alert.

Zoe jerked guiltily away and huddled.

The older woman gave them a cool, measuring stare. “Dinner’s ready.”

* * *

Dinner was absolutely delicious. Which was no surprise, since less powerful alchemists than Myra routinely won James Beard awards. For once, there was none of the usual trash talk and bullshit at the table. Even Jonah was too busy eating.

Kate, sitting between Mark and Myra, couldn’t help but notice the woman’s obvious satisfaction at their enjoyment. And wondered, a little too late, if the alchemist had put more than oregano in the lasagna.

Shit.

Myra laughed and leaned in. “Quit looking so paranoid. I’m not your little blonde friend.” The woman snorted and shook her head. “And you saved that twit. You really are a soft touch.”

Afterward, Kate, Myra, Foster and Mark went out to the circular drive for the amplification spell. The gang members had stacked the boxes of potion ingredients in the center so Kate could amplify their potency. It was a fairly standard working she’d often cast for previous employers.

Which didn’t make doing it any less problematic.

As Kate went to work inscribing the spell around the circle, the conversation with poor, cowering Zoe kept playing through her mind. This was one hell of a slippery slope, and she wondered if she was already sliding over the cliff.

But getting Eli back was all that mattered. God knew what Foster’s thugs were doing to him, and he’d already missed two doses of his potion. Much more, and he might lose ground he’d never get back.

Finally she had to shove that worry away so she could concentrate. Though the spell itself wasn’t that complicated, casting it over thousands of pounds of ingredients wasn’t a party. By the time she was finished, sweat glued her shirt to her skin, and her head pounded like a kettledrum.

Exhausted, she stepped aside to watch as Myra closed her eyes to study the results. To her relief, a broad grin spread across the alchemist’s face. “Perfect!”

“Good,” Kate growled over the pound of her temples. “Bring my grandfather back.”

Foster gave her a cold, triumphant smile. “Of course.” He turned away, pulling out his phone.

* * *

Kate and Mark stood alone in front of the house, waiting for Eli. Myra had ordered the materials moved back into the great room, where she and her alchemist assistant were hard at work on their first batch of what she was now calling TurboBoost. Meanwhile the rest of the gang waited to package the pills for distribution.

For the moment, Mark and Kate were alone.

“I need to talk to you,” Kate said softly.

Mark glanced down at her, and Kola slid quietly out of him in a flash of gold, only to vanish so quickly, she almost wondered if she’d imagined him. Keeping watch again.

Mark shifted closer. One big hand drifted across small of her back, his touch warm and comforting.

Rising on her toes, she leaned in until her lips brushed him and breathed, “What’s going on?”

He took her mouth in a slow kiss that made her body hum by the time he drew back. And said, “Should be an interesting night.”

She sent him a searching look. He looked at her and dropped what she’d come to think of as his iceman mask, his gaze going warm and open. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.” He gave her another slow, seductive kiss.

His tongue slid between her lips in a teasing stroke that reminded her of the deep thrust of his cock. She sighed into his mouth.

He drew back a fraction, looking down into her eyes.

In the distance, they heard the approaching rumble of a car. Kate stared into his eyes, and his mouth curved into a smile so warm that she felt the cold fear crack away from her heart like a melting glacier.

Then the big black SUV rolled up to the curb, and they stepped apart. A hulking thug got out of the back and opened the rear passenger door, revealing Eli.

Who sat there, huddled, his eyes too wide, his face too pale.

“Granddad!” Kate sprinted to the car and slid into the back seat, reaching for him. He recoiled, staring at her as if he had no idea who she was. Her heart dropped like a stone at the lack of recognition in his vague blue eyes. “Granddad, it’s me -- it’s Kate. Are you okay?”

“Kate?” His voice quavered. It didn’t even sound like him.

“Yeah, it’s me.” Guilt stabbed her. Here she’d been flirting with Mark while Eli had been trapped in this hell. “It’s going to be okay, Granddad. Have you eaten?”

“I’m not… I can’t remember.” He lifted a hand that shook. She took it. It felt fragile, ice cold in hers.

Kate forced a smile. “Let’s go in and get you something to eat. And your potion. You definitely need your potion.”

“Yeah. Yeah, that would be good.” He let her help him out of the car, then leaned into her as if he was having trouble standing.

Mark moved to take his other arm, and Eli recoiled. “Who’re…”

“That’s Mark,” she interrupted. “You remember Mark.”

“I’m your neighbor, remember?” He gave her grandfather his best warm smile. “I live down the road.”

“Oh.” But she knew from the bewildered expression in her grandfather’s eyes that he didn’t really remember.

The two guards got back into the SUV and drove away as she and Mark guided Eli into the house.

Mark settled him into a chair at the breakfast nook while Kate went through the familiar ritual of pouring the glass of orange juice and counting out the drops of potion.

Once Eli had downed it, Mark dished up a plate of food from the lunch leftovers and heated it in the microwave.

Foster and Jonah strolled in just as he put the plate down in front of the old man. The gang boss raised a brow at Mark, who rolled his eyes as if he were just humoring Kate. Foster snorted. Jonah smirked.

Kate wanted to hit both of them, but instead she grabbed silverware out of a drawer and went to sit down beside her grandfather.

He had some new bruises, but she suppressed her anger and slipped an arm around him. “Glad to have you back, Granddad.”

He gave her a look, doubt in his eyes. “I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry.”

“You didn’t do anything to be sorry for, Granddad.”

“They said…”

“They were lying.” Kate had to work to keep the snarl out of her voice. “I love you, Granddad. Nothing is ever going to change that. Not Holt’s. Not anything.”

Eli stared at her, his gaze still full of that heartbreaking doubt. Finally he nodded and went back to eating.

When he was finished, she gave him a smile. “Let’s head up to my room. You can take a nap.”

“I don’t think so,” Foster told her as Jonah walked in.

Kate tensed. “What?”

“I think it’s best he sleep in one of the cottages where we can keep an eye on him.” Foster smiled. “We wouldn’t want him to get lost, would we?”

She peeled her lips off her teeth. “That was not the agreement.”

“You said you wanted him back. He’s back. I just don’t think it’s a good idea for him to share your bedroom.” His slow smile was taunting, icy. “You and Mark need your privacy, and I prefer to discourage you from doing anything unwise.”

“If you expect my cooperation…”

“Kate,” Myra said from the doorway, her voice cool with warning.

Kate took one look at her, read the cold determination in her face, and swore. “I helped you with that damned potion!”

“Yes, but Foster tells me the minute you see an opportunity, you’re going to run. I don’t think that’s in your best interests. Letting Jonah keep an eye on him is a reasonable compromise.”

A wave of heat blazed up Kate’s face. “Jonah is a fucking psychopath who murdered Eli’s wife! I thought you said I was your partner!”

“And so you will be, when you prove you can be trusted.” Myra’s gaze was cold and level. “At the moment, you haven’t.”

Kate spoke through her teeth. “I’ve acted in good faith. Sticking my grandfather with that bastard is not good faith.”

Myra sighed. “Look, just have a little patience. Once you show you’re genuinely cooperative, I’ll see to it that Eli is returned to your full custody. Until then, you’re too important to the operation to risk losing. Which is why no one will hurt Eli, not even Jonah.” She slanted the Feral a warning look. Jonah just looked bored. “Or he’ll answer to me.”

“Yeah, I’m sure he finds that possibility a real deterrent,” Kate muttered.

“Oh, I do,” Jonah said, and winked.

Myra ignored him. “You are critical to the success of this project, Kate. Once we’re convinced you’re fully onboard, you’ll get everything you want. And once I have this shipment of TurboBoost finished, you and I can sit down to strengthen Eli’s potion to make it more effective. Then we can start work on the new medication.”

Kate glared at her, then turned to stare daggers at Jonah. “If you so much as touch him,” she told him through her teeth, “one of these nights you’ll feel your heart explode in your chest, and no goddamn manifestation is going to save you.” All she needed was some of the bastard’s blood, his sweat, something. And she’d get it.

Jonah laughed. “I’m shaking.”

“You should be.”

“Come on, Kate,” Mark said, moving to take her by the shoulder. “I think you need to take a break.”

“Kate?” Eli asked, his voice shaking, as he cringed away from Jonah.

“Myra…” Kate began, then subsided as Mark’s gaze met hers.

Trust me. This is almost over.

She could almost hear him saying the words.

She blew out a breath and forced herself to say, “It’ll be okay, Granddad.” She bared her teeth at the Feral, then aimed a vicious glare at the alchemist. “Won’t it?”

Myra smiled. “Of course.”


Chapter Thirteen

 

Mark eyed Kate uneasily as they walked out of the house. She’d said she needed some air, and he agreed. He’d never seen her so pissed off -- not that he blamed her. Even aside from the morality of the whole thing, what Myra and Foster were doing to her was fucking stupid.

Considering a Caliphate sorcerer had killed his Familiar, you’d think Foster would know the perils of pissing off an arcanist. Yeah, Kate was a law-abiding middle-class woman, but they’d murdered her grandmother. If Mark had been one of them, he wouldn’t have dared so much as blow his nose where Kate could get her hands on the tissue.

That was the problem with being a sociopath. You expected everyone else to be moral no matter what you did to them. Bastards like that didn’t realize absolutely everyone can be pushed so far the brakes go.

“I need Myra’s Coke can,” Kate snarled.

Mark hid a wince. The Wire app was currently streaming. “You don’t mean that,” he said, though he knew perfectly well she did.

“Try me.”

“This isn’t the time,” he said. To the bear, he thought, Go keep an eye out.

Nnnrrroooooooowwwhuh!

Nice idea, but dying in a hail of gunfire would suck.

Kola growled and slid out of him like a ghost, silent and invisible.

“I don’t give a shit!” Kate was seething. “I am sick of being played by every asshole I encounter! I…”

“Shut up!” Mark clamped a hand around her elbow and dragged her across the yard toward the woods, hoping that any watchers would assume he was going to threaten her into calming down.

“I have had…!”

“Shut. Up!”

She looked up at him, caught the desperation he let flash across his face, and snapped her mouth shut.

Finally they were far enough into the trees. Kola circled them, growling, on the lookout for Jonah, Foster, or any of their thugs. Mark knelt, pulling her down with him. “Play along,” he murmured in her ear. “I need to tell you something.” He pulled her into his lap. Though stiff with resistance, she let him. “Company’s coming. Tonight.”

Kate went still at the reminder, the taut anger draining from her muscles. She breathed, “But if Jonah has Eli…”

He leaned in and kissed her slowly, and she melted against him. When they came up for air, he murmured against her lips, “We’re just going to have to get Eli away from him.”

Kola, recognizing his cue, snarled his ursine noise pollution with even greater enthusiasm.

She wound one finger in a lock of his hair. “How are we supposed to do that?”

I’m going to have to kill Jonah, Mark thought. But given the Wire app was running, he couldn’t say as much. That would have been enough to prove premeditation, and he’d end up in the cell next to Foster. At least until the bastard killed him.

Or preferably, the other way around.

And the fact that it was premeditation really should bother him, but given what he’d seen the Lloyds do, he didn’t give a fuck. “I’ll think of something,” he said instead, and leaned in to kiss the line of her jaw.

“A lot could go wrong.” Frowning, she played with the captured blond curl and fell silent, probably making the same mental calculations he was.

If he got into a fight with Jonah, it wouldn’t be quiet. All the roaring would draw Foster and every thug in the compound to see what the hell was going on. Eli and Kate could end up dead, and Mark’s odds didn’t look good either.

“I could distract him,” she said, and leaned in to string kisses along the line of his cheekbone. “He… likes me.” The revolted note in her voice made it clear what she meant.

“Forget it,” Mark said over Kola’s rumble. He cupped her breast through her shirt, playing seducer for anyone watching and wishing he really could take her to bed. “I’m not risking you any more than I have to. Besides, one sniff will tell him just how little you’re interested. It’s a lot more likely to put him on high alert and make him wonder where I am.”

She gave his lower lip a bite. “Yeah, that is a point.” Then Kate pulled back, eyes widening at a sudden thought. “But what if we give him something else to smell?”

Mark stared at her, brows lifting. “And you go to him right afterward?” He snorted. “Jonah’s dumb, but he’s not that dumb.”

“He’ll buy it if I insult you enough.” She combed her fingers through his hair again.

For a moment, he didn’t follow her train of thought.

Kate stuck up the index finger of her free hand, then let it fall limp. “I could tell him I’m feeling, uh… frustrated.”

Mark’s eyes widened as he took her meaning. Oh, hell no, his ego protested.

But… as a distraction, it could work. It would appeal to the bastard -- he’d be all too happy to believe Mark hadn’t been able to keep it up. And while Jonah was focused on her, Mark and Kola could break in and pull Eli into their manifestation.

Unfortunately, Eli was highly likely to panic because he wouldn’t understand what was going on.

Come to think of it, even that could work, because when Jonah came to see what the hell was going on, Mark and Kola could hit him and grab Kate. Once she was inside the manifestation, she could calm the old man down while he and Kola took out Ripper. If they timed it right before the FBI hit, they could keep Jonah busy, giving the Feds one less Feral to worry about.

Too, according to Jimmy’s message, the FBI SWAT team included two Ferals. The three of them should be able take down Foster and Jonah.

“I’ll have to drop the ward so our friends can get in,” Kate murmured as Kola growled menacingly at her. Then she hesitated. “But we’ll need to get Eli first. Otherwise Foster, Myra, Zoe or Jonah might sense the ward drop and threaten him.”

“Yeah,” Mark stroked a hand down her ribs, mind racing, trying to anticipate problems. “It’s going to be tricky. If anything goes wrong, we’re screwed.”

He’d have to switch the stream off while he and Kate were making love. The FBI wouldn’t be happy, but he didn’t think they’d kick too hard as long as he immediately turned it back on. But… “What happens if Jonah doesn’t take the bait?”

She did the finger trick again. “Oh, he won’t be able to resist.”

“Still risky as hell.” He frowned. “I don’t like using you as a distraction.” But apart from slipping in and cutting Jonah’s throat in his sleep -- and winding up in a cell -- it was the only thing that stood a decent chance of getting Eli and Kate out safely.

“I’m going to have to message Jimmy. We need to know the timetable.”

Kate rose off his lap. He shifted his arms, covering the gesture as she reached into his pocket, pulled out his phone, and handed it to him. Mark caressed her breast in one hand as he used the other to thumb the calculator app. When Spookchat opened, he began to type. Did you get that?

Yeah. We’re scheduled to go at 2130. But you have to make sure she drops the ward, or you’ll be trapped in there with the bastards.

We’re aware. Kate was nibbling on the line of his jaw, and the feeling of her delightfully curvy ass grinding against his crotch was making it hard to think, much less type. We’ll take care of it.

He just hoped to hell he wasn’t lying. He thumbed the App closed as Kate pressed against him, took the phone, and slid it back into his pocket.

“God, I’ll be so glad when this is over,” she breathed, pressing kisses to the line of his jaw. Her voice sounded taut with anxiety. “We’re taking such a risk with Eli’s life. And he’s going to raise hell when you enclose him in Kola.”

“If I move fast enough, it won’t matter.” He found her mouth with his for a long, deep kiss. Coming up for air, he murmured, “This is the only game in town. The only way we have even a chance of getting both of you out of here alive.”

Jonah was the wild card. If it were Foster, he might hesitate to kill Eli or Kate for fear of losing the ward. Jonah wouldn’t think that far ahead -- he’d always been driven by his impulses.

Which was why Kate’s gambit had a chance of working. Foster wouldn’t have fallen for it at all. Jonah would be all too happy to believe it.

Thing was, he might well kill Kate as impulsively as he’d killed her grandmother.

The thought sent an icy chill through Mark, and his arms tightened convulsively around her. With a low growl, he began to kiss her, hungry and desperate. “I love you.”

Her arms tightened around his neck. “I love you too.” And this time there was no doubt or deception in her scent. She meant it.

Christ, I hope nothing goes wrong.

* * *

Since Kate and Mark had several hours to kill before putting their plan into action, they started making preparations.

Mark told Kate she needed to lower the temperature between her and Myra, so they headed to the great room where the alchemist and her assistant were working on brewing TurboBoost.

As they walked in, Raven belted out “Your Feral Heart” from the speakers as the two alchemists worked at a furious pace. Myra ground herbs with a marble mortar and pestle while her male assistant spooned powder into a pill press.

Meanwhile, under the drug lord’s watchful gaze, Foster’s crew were packaging bags of completed pills for distribution by the street dealers. Probably trying to make sure none of them pocketed any of it for a side hustle.

Kate, curious, closed her eyes. Magic blazed around the alchemists with far more intensity than when they’d arrived. “Myra’s high on her own supply,” she murmured to Mark.

“Does look that way.”

Myra caught sight of them and paused, looking her up and down. “Well, you look like you’re in a better mood.” She had to speak up as Raven’s voice hit the soaring notes of the chorus.

Kate forced a smile. “Mark reminded me that none of this is your fault. And considering how ineffective Eli’s current medical regimen is, I’ve decided we could use your help.” The words came out sounding as forced as she’d known it would. Luckily, as Mark had explained, too much enthusiasm would arouse suspicion, especially considering how pissed off she’d been earlier.

Myra shot Mark an approving look. “Glad to hear it. We don’t have to be enemies.”

Yeah, dream on. “On that note, I’d like to see my grandfather. It’s time for his potion, and he’s missed enough doses as it is.” She paused, then admitted. “And I don’t trust Jonah. His temper is… not great, and I’m afraid he’s going to hurt Granddad.”

Myra considered that and nodded judiciously. “That’s a good point. And people with Holt’s can be… a bit difficult. We’ll see about getting Eli another set of guards. Maybe Mark could keep an eye on him while a few of the men watch you.”

Which would make Eli’s rescue a hell of a lot simpler. Even better, Kate wouldn’t have to try to seduce Jonah. It took all her self-control to keep the delight off her face.

Foster sauntered over. “That’s not a good idea. She needs an incentive to cooperate.” He gave Kate a long, narrow look. “Feeling any better? The men said you and Mark were having a nice moment earlier.”

Heat stung her cheeks, but she refused to look away. “I’d still like to see my grandfather. He needs his meds and I need to talk to him.”

Foster’s nostrils flared, checking her scent. She felt sweat break out along her spine. “Fine,” he said at last. “But Mark and Jonah are staying with you. We wouldn’t want you to do something stupid and get Granddad killed.”

“Don’t worry -- the last thing I want is to endanger him.” There. That was the utter truth.

Foster stared at her a long, nerve-wracking moment. Finally he nodded and said to Mark, “They’re in Cottage Two. Don’t let her out of your sight.”

Mark gave him an expressionless nod. “Of course.”

“He’s going to need lunch first,” Kate said. “He can’t take the potion on an empty stomach.”

“Fine. Feed him.” Foster gave her a negligent wave and turned away.

“Break’s over,” Myra called to her assistant. “Let’s finish this batch.”

Blowing out a breath of relief, Kate headed for the kitchen, Mark looming like a handsome shadow at her heels.

* * *

They found Eli huddled on the worn couch in Cottage 2, looking shrunken and miserable. Jonah was playing Call of Duty, his duct-tape-covered recliner parked directly in front of the TV.

“I’ve got your lunch, Granddad,” Kate said as she put the tray she carried on the scarred coffee table in front of him.

He lifted his head and stared at her, his eyes a little vague. “Kate? Is that you?”

“Yes, Granddad.” She gave him a smile, laying a hand on his. His skin felt clammy, but searching his face, she saw no additional bruises. At least, none that showed. “Come on, take your potion,” she said, picking up the glass of juice and handing it to him.

Instead of drinking, the old man put it down on the coffee table and aimed an uneasy look at Mark. Closing his eyes to check for magic, he stiffened. “Kate,” Eli whispered, “that’s a Feral. He’s got a bear!”

“Yes, sir, that’s Mark,” Kate told him, her tone soothing. “Remember, our neighbor? He’s been coming to dinner. He’s a friend.”

“Ha,” Jonah said, his voice carrying over the game’s soundtrack of explosions and screams. “Don’t believe it, Granddad. He’s just as much a killer as I am.”

It took everything Kate had not to cuss the bastard out. Keeping her eyes focused on Eli, she smiled, picked up the ham and cheese sandwich she’d made and handed it to him. “Mark won’t hurt you, Granddad.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Mark agreed.

Eli gave them both a look of heartbreaking doubt as he accepted the sandwich and took a hesitant bite. Apparently reassured, he started eating hungrily.

“Don’t forget to finish your juice,” she said.

He said nothing for the next few minutes, draining the juice between bites. Finally he met her eyes and asked, “What did I do?” His gaze searched her face. “Why did you give me to these people?”

Pain and guilt stabbed at her again. “I didn’t, Eli. This wasn’t my idea.”

“What did you expect her to say, old man?” Jonah said without looking away from the screen. “She ain’t going to admit it.”

Asshole. Kate leaned in close. “Listen to me. Mark isn’t going to hurt you. Mark wouldn’t hurt you.” She slanted a glare at Jonah’s back. “Let’s take a walk outside.”

“Forget it,” the big Feral snapped.

“Hey, Mark’s here,” she told him. “He’s not going to let me do anything Foster won’t like.”

Jonah shot her a cynical look over one shoulder. “Try again. I know exactly how much he likes that snug, wet little pussy of yours. Hell, everybody in the compound knows.”

“Watch your mouth,” Mark snapped. “And quit antagonizing the woman. We need her cooperation.”

“She’ll cooperate plenty if she wants to keep the old man alive,” Jonah sneered without looking away from the screen.

Eli flinched and shot him a hunted look.

Grinding her teeth, Kate glanced up to see Mark staring at the back of Jonah’s head. There was no expression on his face, but he somehow reminded her of a polar bear staring at a baby seal across an ice floe.

Snack with my blessing.

Dammit, she’d been hoping to get a moment to convince Eli to trust Mark, but it was obvious that wasn’t going to happen. Though even if she had managed it, Eli might not remember when the time came anyway. He still didn’t have enough potion in the system. For a moment, she thought longingly of Myra’s offer to amplify its effects. If only there were time.

If only the bitch could be trusted.

Or maybe it was just as well. Kate might find the offer a little too tempting. She wanted Eli back. She could’ve used the calm wisdom of the man he’d been before it all went to hell. Before Grandma’s death.

For a moment, bitter despair brought tears to her eyes.

A warm hand landed on her knee, gave her a gentle squeeze. She looked up to see Mark looking down at her, his expression compassionate. For once, he made no attempt to hide what he was feeling.

The love was right there, despite the risk of Jonah turning around. Because he knew it was what she needed to see. Despite everything, Kate felt her fear retreat. He’d get them through this. Somehow, Mark would make sure she and Eli made it.

With that, the last vestiges of doubt vanished. She was looking at the real man, not the ice-cold killer he played for Jonah and Foster. Not that he wasn’t capable of killing. And that’s good. We could use a killer in our corner. Otherwise, the other killers have us outnumbered.

* * *

Somehow or other they managed to get through the next several nerve-wracking hours, though Mark could sense Kate’s anxiety growing with every minute that passed.

He’d seen this during the war with green recruits facing the eve of their first battle. Not really sure they were up to the test. Once the fight started and the training kicked in, they were fine. But up until then, anxiety gave them hell.

The trouble was, of course, that Kate wasn’t trained. He thought she’d be okay -- she’d already shown plenty of guts when Zoe had tried her little stunt.

Besides, he’d be there to keep her safe. Nothing was going to happen to either Kate or Eli as long as Mark was breathing.

In the meantime, what she needed was a good distraction. And he knew exactly how to provide it. Especially since it was what they needed to do anyway.

After dinner, he led her back to his room. The last time, he’d played the gentle, unthreatening lover. She’d been too traumatized for anything else. This time she needed something a little harder. It was time for another dose of the seductive dominant she’d responded to with such heat.

But first, he had to make sure the FBI didn’t freak out when he turned off the audio stream. As Kola kept watch, he called up the Spookchat app and quickly typed. Kate and I need a little privacy. Going silent.

What do you mean, you’re going…

Mark closed the app before Jimmy had a chance to finish. He was going to be pissed, but too bad. Kate didn’t need every agent in the FBI listening to them play.

* * *

Kate felt almost sick with anxiety. She’d spent the past several hours cycling from hope to fear and back again. There were so many things that could go so wrong.

Not least among them was the fact that she didn’t even know if the FBI would charge her over the ward spell. Mark had said they wouldn’t, given the Wire audio of Foster blackmailing her.

But what if the Feds double-crossed her? What if she still ended up doing time? What would happen to Eli without her there to take care of him? If she got just six months, being without a caregiver that long could kill him.

And how would Eli afford his potion without her income? Social Security didn’t cover it -- it was a Talent drug, and the Humanists had excluded it -- and Alzheimer’s drugs didn’t work on Holt’s.

Assuming he survived this at all.

What if Mark got killed in the inevitable confrontation with Jonah or Foster? The thought made her stomach roil in panic. She’d had a horrifying nightmare about that the night before that had brought her jolting out of sleep, a scream in her throat.

Mark’s strong arms had encircled her, pulling her close before she could bolt out of bed. “You’re all right,” he’d said, as she’d clutched at him, shaking in terror. “It was just a dream.”

But even as she’d wrapped herself in his warmth and strength, Kate had known if he fell, she and Eli wouldn’t have a prayer. What if Foster’s men opened fire on Mark with AR-15s? Sustained fire could disrupt his manifestation, and Mark, Eli and Kate would be cut to hamburger.

Then there was the ward she had to drop. Otherwise the FBI wouldn’t be able to get in, and they’d be well and truly screwed.

“Kate?” Mark said, his voice calm and deep.

She looked up at him, only then realizing she was pacing, her fists bunching and releasing. She forced herself to stop and face him.

His eyes met hers, golden and seductive as he grabbed the hem of his shirt and pulled it off over his head. Sculpted muscle danced and slid from broad shoulders to lean waist. Kate stopped and stared, the doom loop in her head instantly derailed.

Without a word, Mark toed off his shoes and unzipped his pants, then pulled them and his underwear down, belt buckle jangling. He stepped out of them and bent. That body of his made just pulling off his socks look erotic.

By the time he uncoiled to his full height again, her heart was beginning to beat fast for a different reason than panic. He flicked a hand at the clothes at his feet. “Pick those up and fold them,” he said in that deep, purring voice he used when they scened.

Kate stared at him and licked her lips. One part of her mind said, I’m really not in the mood for this.

But the rest… “I…”

“I gave you an order. I strongly suggest you obey.” His expression was dark and sensual, his amber eyes hot. It was the look in the eyes that did it.

“All right.” She walked over and picked up his clothes.

“Put them on the bureau.”

She obeyed, folding the shirt, the pants, the underwear, the socks. One item at a time, then stacking them on the bureau.

“Don’t forget the shoes.”

Her heart was beating hard as she bent to collect his trainers and placed them neatly beside the bureau.

She turned -- and froze. He stood there, stark naked, leaning one shoulder against the wall, his cock a thick, hard jut over tight balls. His tattoo glowed in the moonlight streaming in through the window.

God, he’s sexy. So male and hot and ready. She’d always dreamed of a man like him, but nobody had ever lived up to that image. Especially not Stefan. Abruptly he rolled off the wall and strode toward her, his shoulders powerful and broad, limned by moonlight and the glow of his tattoo.

Kate stared up at him as he reached her, lips parted, ready for a kiss. Instead, those big hands clamped around her waist and snatched her off her feet. She gasped as the room spun around her when he carried her to the bed and dropped her butt onto it.

She was still blinking in delicious, aroused delight when he grabbed the hem of her shirt and jerked it off over her head. He gave her a gentle push onto her back, then went to work stripping her with ruthless efficiency, every move rough and arousing.

Until she sprawled naked on the bed, blinking up at him, need rising hot and fierce. Mark turned away and reached into the nightstand’s top drawer. Kate licked her lips, expecting him to pull out a condom.

Instead he turned back to her holding a pair of leather cuffs. Mark pounced, flipped her onto her belly, then dragged first one arm and then the other behind her back and cuffed her wrists together.

He turned her face up again and lifted her off the bed. When her feet hit the floor, he reached past her with one hand, grabbed a pillow, and dropped it to the floor. Wrapping a fist in her hair, he dragged her down to kneel on it.

“Stoplight?” he demanded.

She licked her lips. “Green!” The nerves that had been riding her had vanished like smoke, washed away by the hot pulse of arousal beating between her legs.

He let her go and turned to the nightstand. This time he did pull out a condom and roll it on. Sloowwly. Kate watched him sheathe himself, admiring the way the moonlight from the open curtains fell over his big body. Finally he wrapped his fist in her hair again, pulling her head back to meet the lust in his eyes. “Suck my balls,” he said in a low, rough growl.

Her heart pounding ferociously, Kate leaned forward, running her tongue over the tight testicles, then tugging the curls with her teeth and sucking first one ball and then the other into her mouth. The musky taste of him exploded in her awareness, the effect intensified by the way his hand rode her hair, the sight of his abdominal muscles rolling as she teased him. She felt intensely aware of her own bound hands, of the working muscles of her legs as she balanced. It all stoked her need to a ferocious pitch.

“Now my cock,” Mark rumbled, and lifted the broad shaft for her.

With a rough groan, Kate began to lick her way up its length, then paused to suck the gathered skin beneath the shaft, knowing a sensitive nerve ran there. And had the satisfaction of hearing him groan in pleasure. Turning her head sideways and pushing off her knees, she started licking and nibbling her way up the shaft from its thick base to its fat mushroom head.

“That’s good,” he growled. “That’s real good.”

He grabbed the shaft and aimed it so she could suck it down. Hungrily, Kate swooped her mouth over it, taking as much as she could, stroking its underside with her tongue, lust pounding in her blood.

Ravenous, she pulled and sucked with every bit of skill she’d ever learned playing the scene. Wished she had her hands free, though being bound was unbearably exciting.

Mark slid a hand down to cup and caress one sensitive breast, teasing its stone hard nipple. His grip tightened slowly, using just enough force to sting but not enough to really hurt. “Stoplight,” he growled, and used the hand in her hair to drag her head off his cock. Kate fought him, wanting more. Wanting to forget absolutely everything but his cock.

Wanting to forget that they both could die tonight. Wanting only to fuck so hard, she forgot everything else.

Mark twisted the hand in her hair, forcing her to meet his eyes. “Stop. Light. Red or green?”

“Green!” Kate gasped. More more more!

He bared his teeth at her in a feral grin. “Good.”


Chapter Fourteen

 

Mark dragged her in again, and Kate opened eagerly, taking his cock into her mouth. Rising on her knees, she angled her head to feed in as much of him as she could. It was an awkward angle, but she was too hot to care. She suckled the long shaft hard, giving him every bit of skill she’d ever learned.

He was breathing hard now, and when she looked up, she could see his gold irises glowing. She closed her own eyes in bliss to see magic boiling around them, generated by sheer passion. She smiled around his width and pulled hard, hungry to drive him over the edge.

His hand tightened on her hair. “Stop,” he growled. “I’m going to lose it.”

She only worked him harder, wanting to feel that big body stiffen against hers as he came. Needing it.

“I said stop!” He dragged his meaty shaft out of her hungry mouth. Kate made a frustrated sound, leaning after him. “You need to learn who’s Dom here,” he told her, a delicious note of threat in his voice that did not frighten her in the least. He would never hurt her. Not in any way at all. Despite everything that had happened, something deep inside her had become as sure of that as she was of gravity.

Even her traumatized inner child and Stefan’s cynical, betrayed victim believed in Mark.

He bent, grabbed her waist, and picked her up again with that arousing Feral strength. She gasped as he sat down on the bed hard enough to make bedsprings creak.

The next instant, she was ass up across his thighs.

“Stoplight?” he growled in a dark voice, lifting one hand over her butt.

Her heart was pumping in long, crazy jolts she knew he could feel against his thighs. She’d had this on her limits list as something she wanted, but they’d never done it. “Green!”

His hand slapped down on her ass with a meaty smack that was startlingly loud, though the impact was comparatively mild. “You’re going to learn to do as you’re told.” His voice dropped to a rasp. “At least in the bedroom.”

Then he started to spank her, each slap increasing in intensity, building a hot, bright sting.

Knowing what he was trying to do, she cut loose, yelping with far more enthusiasm than was called for by the force he was using. “Stop! Dammit, okay, I won’t do it again! Stop!”

The next pop tore a genuine yelp out of her. “No more of your bullshit to Foster,” he snapped, loud enough that she knew the Feral could probably hear him. Setting up their little act.

He kept right on spanking, raining down sharp pops as she yowled and carried on as if he were truly beating her ass. She thought she heard a laugh from somewhere down the hall.

Abruptly he lifted her off his lap and dumped her on the bed on her back. He rose and strode across the room. Panting, Kate lifted her head and saw him open the bag that held her clothes, rummaging around until he pulled out a pair of clean panties. He returned to sit beside her, wadding up the underwear as he gave her a wicked grin. “Open up!” His gold eyes crinkled at the corners. “I think we both want to muffle the howls of ecstasy.”

Quivering, she obeyed, and Mark stuffed the underwear into her mouth. She bit down on the silk, moaning in arousal. The man had an absolute genius for knowing what would drive her crazy.

He straightened, looming over her, his handsome face hard with lust. A quiver ran through Kate as she stared up at him. Her bound wrists ached as they lay crossed at the small of her back, but even that only added to her excitement.

But it was the way he looked at her that really set her ablaze. That, and that superhero body of his, the thick cock so hard, it angled up more than out.

Mark’s eyes swept the length of her body, from her wide-eyed gaze to her tight nipples to her juicy pussy. He lay down next to her, leaning on one elbow as he reached out with his free hand, tracing a fingertip over the line of her lips stretched wide around the gag.

Bending his head, he took one jutting nipple into his mouth for a deep, hard suckle, flicking it with his tongue. The tiny wet strokes sent delicate little peals of arousal and pleasure ringing through her nervous system.

He sank against her, pulling harder, catching the tip between his teeth. Raking gently, then dealing tiny biting stings that soon had Kate squirming. As he suckled her, he traced his hand down her body, pausing here and there for caresses and pinches and sweet, teasing strokes.

At last he reached her pussy lips and dipped inside, tracing between the swollen folds. Found the mouth of her cunt and thrust a finger deep, pumping.

God, it feels so good! Kate gasped behind the gag as he tormented her, his thumb teasing her clit even as he slid a second finger into her channel, pumping. The wet, juicy sounds spun her own arousal even higher as streams of pleasure poured from nipple and cunt, making her writhe.

She heard a deep bear growl, a reminder that Kola was somewhere nearby keeping watch, yet completely aware of them both. The thought should probably have squicked her out, but given everything Mark was doing, she really didn’t care. Not with all the magic he was working with his fingers and his mouth.

Taking his time, Mark began working his way down her body, pausing to kiss and nibble bands of muscle and jutting bone beneath her sensitive skin. Winding her arousal to a taut, quivering pitch that made her hips grind as she whimpered into her gag.

When his head finally eased between her legs, she expected his usual seductive teasing play of tongue around clit.

Instead he opened his mouth and took the bud directly into his mouth to draw hard, pulling with such ruthless force, her spine bowed and she yowled in shock and delight.

He went right on working her -- long, dragging pulls that sent pulse after pulse of sensation ramming through her body. Until every nerve, muscle and bone she had seemed to reverberate with silver hammer strokes of pleasure.

The orgasm blasted up the length of her spine, hot and ferocious. Kate howled into her panties, unable to hold it back. Which would have completely blown her planned pretense at sexual frustration if it hadn’t been for the gag.

Mark surged to his feet, his expression dark and wild with lust. He flipped her onto her side so he could uncuff her bound wrists. She rolled onto her back again and grabbed her thighs, spreading them wide for him.

His eyes blazed even brighter as he looked down at her offered cunt, braced over her, and drove his sheathed cock into her pussy right to the balls. He was so hard, so thick, and he gave her no time at all to adjust to his entry, just cramming into her mercilessly. It would have hurt if he hadn’t done such a thorough job of driving her out of her mind.

Moaning, Kate pumped up at him, glorying in every deep, grinding thrust. Loving the way his cock pulled and pushed her inner flesh, stroking deep bundles of nerves.

Lips pulled off his teeth, gold eyes narrow, he began to pound in digging strokes.

The orgasm he’d paused when he stopped eating her hammered back to life again, and she hooked her legs hard around him, grinding up to meet him. Kate sank her nails into his thick shoulders as a riptide of orgasm drowned her in burning waves.

Mark bellowed, his voice inhumanly deep, edged with the roar of his bear.

* * *

When they were both shaking and sweating in the aftermath, Mark released her hips and dropped on the mattress beside her, breathing hard, sweat beading his skin. Kate spat out the gag and heaved in her own desperate breaths, her entire nervous system still vibrating like a bell.

He pulled her over on top of him, and she sprawled there, panting and boneless across his chest. Mark was panting just as hard, his sweat-slicked body hot against hers.

Instead of concentrating on breathing, he began to kiss her again, stroking his hands through the hair he’d tangled in demanding fists. Slow, sweet kisses with none of the dominant bastard as Mark made love to her mouth as if she were precious. A tender reminder that this was more than just a sex game designed to get both of them off.

She sighed and clung to him as she drifted to earth.

Only to stiffen when she remembered it was time to risk everything. Her heart began to pound again -- in a far less pleasant way.

Right on cue, Kola began to provide them with conversational cover in his resonant bear growl.

Kate tried to roll off Mark as her anxiety spiked, but his arms tightened, holding her where she was. “I love you,” he said in a whisper so soft, even she could barely hear it. He lifted his head so his gaze could devour hers. “I think I started falling for you when you came to the lake, so desperate to save your Granddad. Loving him so damn much.” Mark’s gaze was so intent, he seemed to be staring into her soul. “You’re the kind of woman who does whatever it takes. And I’m the kind of man who is going to make damn sure that you and Eli get out of this alive. If I have to take on Jonah and Foster and their whole fucking asshole army, I’ll do it. You are going to make it out of this.”

Her eyes widened and she grabbed his wrist in alarm. “Just so long as you make sure you make it too. Because I’m just as in love with you.”

His pupils expanded at the assurance, but he frowned. “Are you sure? I lied to you. And I made some dumbass mistakes while I did it.”

“We both made dumbass mistakes.” She tightened her hold on his wrist as he cupped her cheek. “But this is not one of them. Whatever you need me to do to make this work, I’m going to do. I’m not going to fail you either.”

He smiled, confidence filling his eyes so completely, she felt her own confidence rise. “I know.”

Somewhere down the hall, she heard Foster’s deep voice, saying something indistinct. Zoe replied, sounding a little anxious.

Kate went still, frowning, but Mark chuckled.

“What’s going on?” she whispered.

“Yes!” Zoe cried, her voice ringing clearly through the wall.

Mark grinned. “We inspired them.”

She snickered. “Does sound that way.”

Then the humor slid from his face, and reality crashed back, cold and unwelcome. “I think that’s our cue.”

Kate rolled off the bed. She badly wanted to take a shower, knowing just how sensitive Jonah’s nose was. “Will he smell the deception on me?” she asked, barely moving her lips as Kola vibrated the air with his camouflaging rumble. A normal human wouldn’t have heard her.

He moved in so close, his lips brushed her ear. “No. All he’s going to smell is sex. Between that and his massive ego, he won’t even think to look for a lie.” Mark paused. “But we’re going to have to have a very loud fight to sell it.”

She frowned and headed for her bag of clothes. “And I need to wear something distracting.”

“Make sure it has a belt,” he told her. “Preferably wide.”

She frowned at him, then dug in her bag for her favorite pair of shorts, which had the requested belt. She put it on, pulled a long sleep shirt over it, then stepped into a pair of flats. She needed to look as if she’d rolled out of bed and pulled on the first thing that came to hand.

Mark dressed in his jeans and shirt, then stuffed his feet into his trainers. He pulled a small handgun in a pancake holster out of a drawer, then clipped it to the back of his belt under the tee.

Next, he reached into the drawer and fished around, pulling out something small. Walking over to her, he displayed what looked like a knife hilt. He depressed a button on the side, and a four-inch black blade stabbed out of the short cross guard.

Kate’s brows flew up as Kola rumbled and bitched in bear. “Is that a switchblade?”

He shook his head. “Automatic OTF tactical knife. Blade comes out of the front instead of the side, like a switchblade does.” He showed her the button on the pommel, then pulled it back to retract the blade and handed it to her. “Hit the button.”

She obeyed, watching the blade shoot out of the pommel, then retracted it again as Kola went on bitching. “What’s this for?”

“In case something goes sideways.” He pulled up the back of her sleep shirt and used the clip on the pommel to attach it to the waistband of her shorts under the belt. “Hopefully you won’t have to use it, but just in case…”

Kate frowned. “How am I supposed to keep him from taking it away from me?”

“You can’t. This will only work if you take him off guard. You need to cut him somewhere that will bleed him out so fast, you’ll take Ripper down too. The throat’s probably the best, cutting right here.” Mark sliced a finger across the side of his throat, under the ear. “Slice the carotid and run like hell. He’ll lose consciousness in five to fifteen seconds, but Ripper will come after you. Your only chance is to get the fuck away.”

Kate licked her dust dry lips and nodded.

Mark pulled out his phone and thumbed it on, then punched a number into the calculator app, activating the Wire app again.

Kate looked down at the screen. 9:00 p.m. Half an hour until she had to take the wards down for the FBI. She took a deep breath and blew it out. The next couple of hours would determine whether they all lived or died. And it all hinged on her.

“You can do this.” Mark leaned in to give her a quick, hard kiss. “Action,” he breathed against her mouth.

She nodded and stepped away. And shouted, whirling to stomp toward the door. “Really? Really? I cannot believe this! After all that, you thrust four times and come? You asshole!”

“Hold it down!” Mark roared back.

“Go fuck yourself!” She whirled and yanked the bedroom door open, letting it bang against the wall. “Because you can be damn sure I’m not going to do it again. You have all the endurance of a field mouse!”

“I can’t help it if you’re a frigid bitch!” Mark shouted back, rage and humiliation in his tone. The man was one hell of an actor.

She stormed down the hallway. “You lying asshole! I trusted you, and you got me into this goddamn mess with these fucking lunatics! I could get the death penalty for that ward!”

“You will keep a civil tongue in your head!” Mark snarled as he charged after her, his voice vibrating with his bear.

“Go to hell!” Stalking down the hall, she heard Zoe’s snicker coming from a closed door, echoed by Foster’s low, dirty laugh. It’s working!

“Where the hell are you going?”

“I’m going to go talk to Eli,” she snapped. “Hell, maybe I’ll even talk to Jonah instead. He’s got to have more staying power than you do!”

“Yeah, there’s a brilliant plan!” Mark spat, right behind her as she ran down the stairs toward the door. “Don’t come running to me when he knocks you around the way he did his last girlfriend.”

“Might be worth it, if he doesn’t roll over after four fuckin’ thrusts!”

One of the guards stuck his head out of the great room door. “What’s going on?”

“None of your business, asshole,” Mark snapped, as Kate charged past the man. “Aren’t you supposed to be watching the gate cameras?”

Kola made the air vibrate with a savage growl, and the guard’s eyes widened. He retreated again and slammed the door behind him.

I’m going to owe Mark such an apology when this is all over. Here’s hoping I get the chance to give it to him. Kate broke into a run across the back deck, headed for Cottage 2, where Eli was being held. Oh, hell, what if we wake him up? He was normally a heavy sleeper after he took his potion, but if their luck ran out…

There’s so fucking much that can go wrong. But we’ve got to get Eli away from Jonah.

She and Mark went on exchanging insults as they jogged to the cottage. In the darkness, she saw Ripper materialize on the porch next to Jonah, who leaned smirking against the railing, obviously enjoying the show.

Mark reached out and grabbed her arm, dragging her to a halt. “If you think I’m going to take you back after you climb in bed with that bastard…”

“Yeah, well, maybe that bastard won’t leave me high and dry!” Kate jerked away again.

“Fine!” Mark whirled to stalk off. “Let me know how that works out for you, you dumb bitch!”

“Gotta be better than this!” She stomped up the cottage steps.

“Trouble in paradise?” Jonah drawled, watching her approach with an ugly, lustful grin.

“Paradise, my ass!” Kate snorted, pausing to watch Mark vanish into the trees. “All he does is get me worked up…” She raised her voice and shouted into the dark, “…and then doesn’t pay the fuck off!”

“Well, now, that is a shame,” Jonah purred. “But I’d be happy to help you with that.”

“Glad to hear it.” She stalked up to him, the very picture of an outraged woman looking to prove a point. Sliding a hand around the back of his neck, she dragged Jonah’s head down for the hottest kiss she could manage, given her instinctive revulsion.

His mouth tasted of beer -- and a lot of it. Oh, great. He’s drunk. That’s all I need -- this asshole with even less self-control than usual.

Then again, anything that slowed his reaction time was probably a good thing. Especially if she had to use the knife.

Lifting his head, he grinned, his nostrils flaring. “You are hot.”

She gave him a twisted grin. “And really, really frustrated.”

“Not for long.” He grabbed her ass and hauled her even closer as he dove in for another kiss, grinding his lips against hers and shoving his tongue into her mouth. She could feel his cock hardening against her belly as his fingers clamped her butt cheeks, kneading the flesh painfully.

It took a real effort not to stiffen. Kate might like a little dominance, but he reminded her way too much of Stefan: a “dominant” who didn’t really understand what aroused a submissive and used BDSM as an excuse to be a prick.

Then it occurred to her that if he slid a hand down the back of her shorts, he could find the knife -- which a prisoner was definitely not supposed to have. She’d be in deep shit.

Kate pulled back enough to gasp against his mouth, “Let’s go inside. I’m not really into giving the guards a show.”

“Oh, come on!” Jonah’s smirk widened into a vicious grin. “Don’t you want Mark to watch?”

“I’d rather let him listen. Wouldn’t you?” She leaned into him, pushing him toward the door. Jonah allowed himself to be steered as he backed up, going in for another kiss, sliding one hand under her shirt to find her bare breast. She instantly wished she’s worn a bra.

In the middle of the kiss, Jonah suddenly bit her lip so hard, she yelped. “I thought you like a little pain.” His gold eyes glittered, looking a long way from completely sane.

“Key word being ‘little,’” she said, her voice muffled. As they stepped into the living room of the darkened cottage, she spotted the couch from the corner of one eye. If she dropped onto her back on that, it would make it harder for him to get his hands under her waistband.

Pulling away, Kate caught him by the hand and drew him toward the couch, then dropped down on her back, letting her knees fall apart.

Ripper appeared behind him, aglow, tail lashing, a low rumble in his leonine throat.

Shit.

* * *

Every instinct Mark had howled a warning as he ghosted through the woods to the back of the two-bedroom cottage. There were a pair of windows, but he had a good idea which one was Eli’s.

When they’d visited earlier in the day, he’d confirmed they’d installed a key lock on the window’s inner sash. Of course, Mark could have broken in easily enough, but not without making a hell of a lot of noise.

Fortunately, the Arcane Corps had made sure he knew how to pick any lock he needed to. Especially since he could do a lot more with his magic than create a bear manifestation.

Concentrating, he and Kola generated a thin tendril of manifestation and sent it probing between the sash and the sill. The gap was barely a millimeter, but the tendril was flexible enough to work in beneath the sash to the other side, where the lock was located.

Once the probe was through, he started feeling around for the metal barrel of the lock -- the magical probe, like Kola, had the same sense of touch as his fingers. He found it at last, then groped for the keyhole as his head began to ache viciously. Ironically, though he and Kola could create a polar bear manifestation with almost no effort, creating a snaking probe no thicker than a hair was a hell of a lot harder. It would have been easier to manifest Kola on the other side of the window, but Jonah would sense the explosion of magic. The thin pick wouldn’t even register as long as Kate kept him busy.

It didn’t help his concentration that he could hear mutters and groans from Kate and Jonah in the next room.

He had to get in and get Eli. Even the guards gossiped about Jonah’s unpleasant habits where women were concerned. If the Feral quit thinking with his dick long enough to parse through the scents of sex to the lie underneath… Yeah, that wouldn’t end well.

Luckily, Kate had turned out to be a much better actor than Mark had expected. Her imitation of an outraged girlfriend had been spot-on. Everyone had been so hugely entertained, it hadn’t seemed to occur to any of them how out of character the whole thing was. She’d never pitch a bitch fit to a lover where everyone could hear her.

“Oww! You bastard!” Kate’s voice carried clearly to Mark’s bear hearing even through the window.

He swore silently. I’ve got to get this done before he really gets ugly.

Mark split the probe into thin tendrils and slid them into the keyhole, searching for the tumbler pins.

And found them. Thank you, Jesus! Hang on, Kate. I’ll be there in a min…

“Kate?” Bed springs squeaked as Eli sat straight up. The old man rolled to his feet and ran for the hall, jerking the door open.

Mark stared. That dumb fuck Jonah hadn’t locked him in!

Oh, shit shit shit shit! He expanded the manifestation, shaping it to fit the tumblers, then twisted it like a key. The lock clicked, and he thickened his manifestation where it fit beneath the sash, forcing the window up so he could boost himself over the sill and run after Eli.

* * *

Kate screamed curses, bucking as she tried to shove Jonah off her, her breast stinging from his teeth. “Get the fuck off me, you son of a bitch!”

Over the Feral’s shoulder, Ripper bared his three-inch fangs down at her, rumbling a vicious, threatening growl.

“I’m just getting started.” An ugly grin twisted the Feral’s mouth as he pinned her down, ignoring her attempts to claw at his face.

Movement flashed from the corner of her eye. Something banged as Jonah’s head jolted to one side as if he’d been hit. He roared a curse and reeled off her.

Behind him, Eli danced backward, something gleaming in his hand in the dim light. She recognized a metal lamp from one of the end tables. Oh hell, Jonah’s going to kill him!

She reached under her belt, grabbed the knife pommel, and jerked it free as she rolled to her feet.

Ripper roared in fury, whirling toward Eli as Jonah drew back a fist.

“No!” Kate screamed, thumbing the button to spring the blade. And lunged, slashing the knife across the side of Jonah’s throat just where Mark instructed her. This will slice the carotid. Run like hell. He’ll lose consciousness in five to fifteen seconds, but Ripper will come after you.

Blood sprayed in a long arterial pulse. Jonah howled, slapping his left hand over the slice as he reeled around toward her. “Bitch!” He threw a punch, blood squirting between his fingers, but he was off-balance, and it was only a glancing blow. It was still hard enough to send her stumbling.

A roaring tornado of gold flashed into the room. Without stopping, Kola bulled right over Eli, engulfing the old man like a wave.

Mark!

Jonah’s knees buckled as the blood continued to pulse. As he went down, Ripper roared in pain and fury, whirling toward her. Kola pounced on him, wrapping massive paws around the manifestation and dragging him away before the cat could savage Kate. Ripper twisted, roaring, clawing at Kola as Jonah writhed on the floor, blood shooting in erratic streams from his throat like a sliced garden hose.

I killed him, Kate thought numbly. I’m a killer.

With a gasping gurgle, Jonah lost consciousness as the pumping blood slowed. The lion’s final roar sounded faint as it writhed in Kola’s grip, disintegrating into a burst of sparks that whirled away as Jonah died on the floor at Kate’s feet.

Panting, she stared numbly down at the body of the man who’d been trying to rape her a few minutes before. “I killed him.” She didn’t even recognize her own voice, it sounded so distant, so shell-shocked.

“If you hadn’t, I would have,” Mark told her.

In the distance, she heard the roar of an enraged grizzly.

“Shit!” Mark spat. “Kate, get over here!”

She ran to Kola, who rose to his hind legs and swirled around her like a cloak.

And Kate found herself enclosed in the warmth and strength of Mark’s arms. “Shit shit shit! What are we going to do?” she gasped, as he held her close.

“Kate!” Eli cried, one thin hand clamping down on her shoulder. “What the hell is going on?”

“I’m getting you both out of here,” Mark told him grimly, and the manifestation tightened around them, cradling them in magic as the bear headed for the front door Jonah hadn’t bothered to close. Fully manifested, Kola was too wide for the frame, and the doorjamb’s wood went flying as the massive beast burst through.

Then it felt as if they were flying as Kola leaped off the porch and bolted toward the front gate.

“Isn’t he one of them?” Eli demanded as he stared at Mark.

“He works for the FBI, Granddad,” Kate told him. “A SWAT team’s right outside the gates. We’ve got to get to the wall now, because I’ve got to touch it to drop my wards. Then we’ll get that gate open.”

“Yeah, that’s gonna be a problem,” Mark said grimly. “Given the way Ripper was roaring…”

Sure enough, Foster jogged down the deck stairs. “Delaney, what the fuck is going on?” He wore only jeans and shoes, and tattoos covered his lean body. “Where the hell is Jonah? I heard Ripper roar.”

“He decided to be a prick.” Mark said as Kola dodged past him without breaking stride. “I had to knock him out.”

“Why the fuck are you manifested?” As they headed for the wall, Foster closed his eyes and cursed, his eyes snapping open. “You’ve got them with you! What the hell do you think you’re doing, fucker?” He manifested in an explosion of gold and charged just as they reached the wall. “Somebody check on Jonah, goddammit!”

Mark thinned his manifestation and Kate shoved a hand out to touch the wall. Rough brick met her fingertips, and she drove her will into it. Unfortunately, the sigils were on the opposite side, and she had to grope for the thread of her spell.

Before she could find it, Rommel slammed into Kola, driving the bear into the wall. Their combined weight rammed into Kate’s hand, and something crunched in an explosion of pain so brutal, she lost her grip on her magic.

“You motherfucker!” Foster bellowed, his voice thundering with the magic of his bear. “I’m going to rip your fucking throat out! Jonah told me! He warned me you were a goddamn cop, and I didn’t believe him…”

Cradling her hand, she curled protectively around it, sucking in a scream as the world revolved around her. Eli and Mark jolted against her as the two bears went down in a snarling tangle, ripping and biting. It was like being unbelted in a car going over a cliff.

“Hold on!” Mark shouted, wrapping his arms around them, trying to shelter them with his body. “It’s going to be a rough ride.” Kola’s gold shell thickened around them, pressing close, leaving them just enough room to breathe.

Over the sound of furious ursine roaring, a man shouted, “Boss, Jonah’s dead! Throat’s been cut -- he bled out!”

Somebody opened up with an automatic weapon in a series of thundering cracks. Kate screamed.

“Shit!” Eli yelped, pulling her into him as if to shield her. His eyes were too wide in the bear’s glow as they exchanged panicked glances. If Kola’s manifestation fell, they’d all be cut to pieces.

“Don’t shoot, damn you!” Myra screamed. “You’ll kill the Arcanist -- I need her! And you’ll hit Foster, you fucking idiots!”

“Never mind,” Foster bellowed back. “I’ll kill the son of a bitch myself!”

Fuck fuck fuck! Kate cradled her hand, which was already beginning to swell. It felt like she’d broken it. If I don’t take the ward down, the FBI won’t be able to get in.

And we’ll be screwed.


Chapter Fifteen

 

Zoe watched, her heart in her throat as Foster and Mark went to war.

She’d seen Ferals fight during the Arcane Island shoot, but three of them had been big cats. A battle between bears was an entirely different proposition. They reared, battering at each other with swings of huge paws, then diving in to bite whatever part they could reach before leaping clear only to pounce again. It was like watching two tanks go head-to-head, rolling over one another, raking and clawing, accompanied by thunderous roars and male curses.

Wide-eyed, she glanced around at the surrounding guards. Looked like everyone was out here, including Myra. Doing a silent headcount, she confirmed it. Even this bunch had never seen two bears fight.

Which means there’s nobody in the great room, the voice of her addiction whispered. All that TurboBoost -- and nobody to keep me from taking some. She’d been dying to sample the new drug ever since she’d seen Myra and her assistant blazing like a pair of stars.

Oh, how stupid do you have to be, the voice of common sense sneered. If Foster found out I took that shit without permission, even Kate won’t be able to save me.

But it had been hours -- days, maybe -- since she’d had even one dose of Boost. Hours of the itching ache were slowly driving her insane. The only relief she’d found was in Foster’s brutal arms.

Nothing was quite as distracting as wondering if your partner was going to kill you. Myra had boasted TurboBoost had more than tripled her magical strength. With one dose. And it lasted for hours. What if I do take it? What if I can take it and make Foster let me go? Or hell, just tell one of the guards to open the gate so I can leave? Get the hell away from all these fucking lunatics.

Just keep going and going until she lost herself somewhere Foster would never think to look. Somewhere she wouldn’t have to worry about sleeping with that asshole ever again. No more casual sadism and verbal abuse.

Free at last.

Her mouth dry, she turned, careful not to hurry and draw attention to herself. She slipped back into the house, unnoticed in the thundering chaos of battling Ferals.

She padded down the corridor to the great room, with its monitoring station, Foster’s desk, and piles of boxed TurboBoost.

The room was dark except for the glow of the security camera monitors. Her heart pounding, she hurried over to the nearest box and carefully started peeling off the tape. She’d have to remember to put it back. She opened one of the bags of pills, pulled out one, and swallowed it dry.

She hesitated, then pulled out a handful, slid them into an empty baggy, knotted it, and stuffed it into a pocket of her jeans. Then she found the packing tape and sealed the box up again.

While she waited for the drug to take effect, she wandered to the nearest monitor to watch the fight. The courtyard was ablaze with the hot magical shimmer and manifested bears. Every single soul in the compound was watching, and several of them had their cellphones out. WTF were they doing, streaming to TiKToK?

Then movement in the corner of her eye caught her attention. She glanced at it and realized it was one of the cameras mounted outside the wall.

What the hell?

Someone was outside the compound wall. A crowd of men had gathered in the pools of darkness between the spotlights, apparently listening to the fight. Shit, is it the Witch Hunters?

Frowning, Zoe leaned in and squinted. Were they wearing body armor? Oh, that’s not good. A gleam of light reflected off lettering on the back of one man’s Kevlar vest, and her eyes widened as she read it: FBI.

Oh, fuck me! We’re about to get raided!

* * *

The grizzly leaped at Mark, its ursine strength carrying Foster’s human body in a fifteen-foot arc no flesh-and-blood bear could have matched. Mark bounded upward to meet him, and they collided in mid-air hard enough to rattle his teeth, sparks exploding around them as their magic went to war. Pain scraped his nerves as they hit the ground. Knives raked his mind as Rommel’s claws slashed his chest and the big bear tried to sink his fangs in Kola’s muzzle. Kola returned the favor with a slash of his claws, and the grizzly leaped back.

Distantly Mark felt the thump of Kate and Eli slamming against him like dried peas in a can. She yelped in pain as the pair clung to each other, but all he could do for them was thicken the manifestation to cocoon them more tightly.

Kola planted his forelegs on Rommel’s chest and shoved, sending the grizzly staggering back. He fell to all fours, retreating as Kola reared, stalking him on his hind legs.

In life, Kola would have outweighed Rommel by a couple of hundred pounds, towering ten feet to the grizzly’s eight on rear legs. Unfortunately, the hump of solid muscle at Rommel’s shoulders meant he could hit like a tank.

As Kola concentrated on Rommel, Mark lengthened their claws into curling sickles, then did the same with their fangs until they were more like a lion’s than a bear’s. If he could just punch through Rommel’s manifestation, it would collapse. Mark could hold Foster hostage long enough to give Kate a chance to drop the ward and let the Feds in.

“I’m gonna rip you open like a baby deer, you treasonous son of a bitch,” Foster roared as the two bears circled, his voice echoing off the compound walls.

“I’m not the one dealing drugs to his own people.”

Foster ignored that. “Who are you working for, you fucker? Witch Hunters?” He leaped, trying to ram Mark with the full weight of his magic.

Kola twisted aside, avoiding the charge, and Mark threw out a foreleg to clothesline the grizzly across the neck. Foster’s paws shot out from under him as he cut a flip and hit the ground on his back. Mark pounced and sank his fangs into the grizzly’s glowing throat as Kola gripped their opponent in massive forelegs. Digging deep with newly curved claws, he started ripping. Sparks exploded against Kola’s teeth, stinging and vicious.

Rommel roared in pain and retaliated, raking Kola’s head with his own claws as he twisted his head, trying to sink his fangs into anything he could reach.

Myra yelled, “The Arcanist is in there too, Foster! Don’t kill her!”

“Fuck off!” the drug lord roared back, his voice ragged with fury and grief.

Mark bit down harder, trying to punch through Rommel’s shell, but the manifestation resisted his teeth. Damn, the bastard’s powerful. This is going to take too long.

The grizzly heaved, rear legs punching into Kola so hard, the impact broke his grip and sent him flying. They hit in a bone-rattling impact, Mark’s teeth slamming together on his tongue. He tasted blood as he heard Kate grunt in pain, and Eli gasped a curse. Kola flipped to all fours and spun to charge his opponent at a dead run.

Rommel heaved onto his back legs to meet him as Kola reared. Mark swung out a clawed forepaw in a blur of gold, but the grizzly twisted aside, avoiding the blow and ramming Kola. Powerful jaws clamped onto a polar bear ear. The smell of ozone flooded the air as the vicious pressure sent electric jolts through Mark’s skin.

Shit! Ears were a thin, vulnerable spot, which was one reason bears always went after them in a fight. But if Rommel could drive his fangs through that ear, tear it -- - Kola’s whole manifestation could burst like a soap bubble.

Cursing, Mark raked claws down the grizzly’s belly, digging deep, lengthening and curving them until he could feel them sinking in, raking furrows in the Feral’s manifestation. As Rommel roared in pain, the bear’s grip on Kola’s ear loosened and he jerked free. Instead of leaping back as Foster probably expected, Mark drove in, knocking the grizzly onto his back and seizing Rommel’s glowing throat again, going after the same punctures he’d inflicted before. Kola clamped his teeth deep as he wrapped his forelegs around Rommel’s ribs and raked.

Before he could break through, the bear’s rear legs slammed into Kola’s gut, hurling the bear airborne. They flew ten feet and smashed into the side of the house with an impact so hard, Mark saw stars. Despite the manifestation’s shielding, his brain was as vulnerable to being slammed around inside his skull as anyone else’s.

Kate screamed, “Mark!”

He shook off the impact to see Rommel dropping out of the sky toward them. Stunned, he couldn’t react, but Kola heaved them aside. The grizzly hit the ground as the polar bear surged up and leaped on him. The two bears exchanged blurring swats, filling the air with snarls, the smell of ozone and the crackle and snap of interfering magical fields.

Nearby, someone howled in agony. Mark glanced around and saw they’d slammed into one of Foster’s men. The gunman lay crumpled and bleeding against the wall of the house. Judging by his misshapen leg, the impact had crushed bone. Mark hadn’t even known he was there.

“Shit!” The other men scrambled away, trying to get to the safety of the house. Nobody wanted to get caught between battling Tooth Tanks.

In that moment of distraction, a blur of gold flashed at him. Before he could leap away, something clamped hard over the same ear Foster had gone after before. It felt like the entire side of his head burst into flame as Rommel’s teeth dug in hard. Kola roared and twisted, ramming into the grizzly and bowling him onto his back. Ignoring the vicious pain, Mark twisted, seized Rommel’s throat in his jaws, and clamped on.

Growling, Kola started shaking his massive head from side to side, trying to both break Rommel’s hold and tear out the grizzly’s throat. It felt like they’d bit down on a fire ant nest, and Mark had to set his teeth against the searing electric pain.

Which was when he realized Kola’s manifestation was beginning to weaken. Oh, fuck! Grimly, Mark drew on his magic, began to feed it to his Familiar, trying to reinforce their magical shell even as Kola tore at Foster’s, trying to shatter Rommel’s first.

“Mark! Quit shaking! We’re trying to work a fucking spell!” Kate yelled, even as the bright copper reek of blood flooded his nose. Kola obeyed, though he bore down even harder, teeth still clamped around the grizzly’s throat.

Mark shot them a look over his shoulder -- and stared.

She was using the knife she’d used to cut Jonah’s throat to slice the back of her own forearm. Mark’s eyes widened as he saw the hand that gripped the weapon was badly swollen, yet she didn’t flinch. Face white, Kate handed the knife to her grandfather as her blood welled up, shockingly crimson against her pale skin. Eli cut a shallow cut across his own with a quick, practiced slice.

“The fuck are you doing?” Mark demanded.

“Trying to save us,” she told him, dipping swollen fingers in the blood. “Keep that damn bear from popping Kola while we work.”

That’s the idea, dammit, he thought in irritation, even as he dug deep, feeding all the power he could summon to reinforce Kola’s strength.

* * *

Her hand hurt like a son of a bitch -- probably sprained, not broken -- but she ignored the pain as she crooked a swollen finger to dip it in the fresh blood. Teeth set, she began drawing a trio of sigils up the length of her left arm, praying neither of the bears would jar her into a mistake in the middle of a stroke.

Foster and Mark had both gone still, deep in their battle of wills as they fought to reinforce their bears and disrupt each other’s magic.

This had better work, she thought, as she and Eli painted the sigils on their right arms with their left hands.

Kate set her teeth and concentrated, fighting to draw each line correctly. Eli looked as grim as she felt -- but focused, thank God. Good thing it was a short spell, a standard three-sigil amplification working. A quick glance told her he’d gotten the sigils right on both arms.

Throwing a quick, worried glance up at Kola’s head and the ear clamped in Rommel’s jaws, she realized it was beginning to dim as the grizzly’s magic strained against Kola’s.

This had better work, or we’re screwed. She held out her left hand to Eli, who extended his own to her. She carefully sketched a sigil on his palm in her own blood as he did the same to hers. Once again, they repeated the process with the other hands.

Eli looked up, his jaw set, his eyes full of doubt. “What if I made a mistake?”

“You didn’t. Let’s do this.” She darted a look at Mark’s tense back. And winced as she saw the way Kola’s entire head seemed to pulse. “While we still can.”

She intertwined her fingers with her grandfather’s, careful not to smudge the design as their eyes met. And began pouring power into the sigils, concentrating on building the magic between them, letting the energy circulate through the sigils, up their arms and through the fingers of their joined hands.

The power circled, strengthening even as Mark swore, hissing in pain as Rommel’s jaws tightened. Grimly, Kola clamped down harder, digging into the punctures in Rommel’s throat. Unfortunately, the grizzly’s manifestation was a hell of a lot thicker there than Kola’s ear.

Kola’s head was definitely pulsing.

“You’re dead, you fuck!” Foster hissed suddenly. “I can feel you losing it. When that fucking bear goes down, I’m going to rip you apart. You and your whore and that senile old prick! You’ll pay for killing my brother!”

“Your brother was a fucking sociopath,” Mark snarled back. “And I did society a goddamn favor.”

Kate met her grandfather’s gaze. “Now!” She planted her back against Mark’s as her grandfather’s lips peeled off his teeth.

And blasted his magic into their joined hands.

Hers seemed to burst into flame as her tortured nerves objected to the flood of his magic, but she drank the power in -- and fed it right to Mark.

She heard him gasp in shock, and she winced. Dammit, she wished she’d been able to warn him, but Foster would have overheard. For a moment, she thought he was going to lose it, but he started drawing the magic in, feeding it to Kola.

The pain in her hands leaped to her entire body as their Arcanist magic stormed into Mark. She ignored the electric burn, concentrating on Eli’s eyes even as he swore at the pain of contact with all that brutal Feral magic. So completely alien to their own.

Kate concentrated, holding her breath, feeling their joined magic searing along Kola’s teeth and into Rommel.

Looking for the tiny spark of her own magic in the bead Foster still wore on a cord around his neck -- the magic that let him pass through Kate’s ward.

And THERE!

With a howl as much pain and fear as triumph, Kate slammed their combined magic into that bead.

Foster roared in shock as the spell ignited in the hollow of his throat. The attack was so sudden, so unexpected, it broke his concentration.

And that broke Rommel’s.

The grizzly popped like a soap bubble under the blended pressure of Kola’s fangs and the Arcanists’ burning magic.

Kola fell through the empty space where Rommel’s neck had been.

His massive jaws crunched into Foster’s face. The Feral didn’t even have time to scream as his skull shattered like an egg. His corpse hit the ground, lifeless.

“Shit!” Myra screamed. “Mark killed Foster! Fuck it, I’ll find another Arcanist. Shoot them!”

Kate and Eli’s gazes met for a split second before they both turned to look at Mark. He shook his head, expression grim…

They heard the click and metallic rattle of AR-15s lifting, preparing to fire…

Just as an amplified voice rang out over the courtyard. “I don’t think so, assholes. Stop. None of you bastards move!”

For a moment, Kate didn’t recognize the woman’s voice, it reverberated with such thundering power.

Zoe? Fucking Zoe?

Around them, men froze, paralyzed by the Bard’s order. Kate tried to move and found she couldn’t even twitch.

Until Zoe added, “Not you, Kate. Let her out, Mark. She needs to drop that ward.”

Kola’s golden glow vanished, releasing them from his protection. Kate’s knees shook as she looked down at Foster’s corpse with its pulped head, then glanced wildly around at the men standing motionless in the Bard’s power.

“You know, you were right, Myra,” Zoe said over the intercom. “That TurboBoost is some seriously good shit.” Then she added impatiently, “Kate, what the fuck are you waiting for? Go let the nice FBI agents in.”

* * *

An hour later, Kate sat on the ground with her hands cuffed behind her. Eli hunched next to her, his expression grim as they watched Mark, who stood talking to one of the FBI agents as the others methodically searched the gunmen, divesting them of AR-15s, handguns, knives, garrotes… One asshole even had a grenade.

Hell, had they been planning to take over a South American country?

Zoe sat on her right, wearing an expression of grim satisfaction at odds with her handcuffs.

“Why did you do it?” Kate asked quietly, slanting a wary glance at the agents.

The Bard shrugged. “I owed you. I’d be dead now if it wasn’t for you. Besides, none of us was getting out of here alive with FBI surrounding the place. Sooner or later, one of the Fed Arcanists was going to break your ward. It wouldn’t even have been hard if Foster’s bozos succeeded in killing you. Then the cops would have been all over us.” She jerked her chin in Mark’s direction. “I gather he was working for the FBI the whole time?”

“Yeah.”

“Figures.” She sighed. “Well, at least I’m alive to go to jail. For a while there, I wasn’t even sure I’d manage that much.”

The question is, Kate thought, am I going to be in the next cell?


Chapter Sixteen

Los Angeles, a Month Later

 

Kate was trying her very best not to sit tongue-tied and gaping at the famous blonde who sat at the other end of the table.

This wasn’t the first time she’d hobnobbed with the rich and famous, of course. She’d been doing it her entire professional life.

But it was one thing to deal with a rich CEO, and another to dine with a rock star whose music she’d loved since childhood. At the rock star’s mansion. Where they were being served a gourmet meal that included lobster and a cabernet older than Kate.

She’d had no idea that Raven Garland-Carter and her husband Nate were Mark’s bosses.

Yeah, she vaguely remembered reading that the couple co-owned Robertson & Carter Arcane Services, the biggest magical security company in the country. The Carters, with their partner, Bruce Robertson, had built RCAS from a two-man operation to one that employed thousands of Talents in every category.

“I can’t tell you how sorry I am that you got caught up in this mess,” Nate told Kate. He was a couple of inches taller than Mark, still powerfully built despite the silver frosting his sable hair and the crow’s feet around his sharp gray eyes. He moved like the Primo he was -- a man who could spin magic with every step and gesture.

“You’ve got nothing to be sorry for,” Kate replied. “I’ll admit the past month was stressful as hell, but that attorney you hired for us made a big difference. I mean, I was convinced I was going to be charged.” She grimaced. “It’s a good thing Mark was recording when Foster threatened to kill us, or I’d be in jail.”

Mark snorted. “I don’t think that was ever really a possibility, felony magic or not. Even if they’d taken it to trial, you’d have been acquitted, considering you were trying to save your grandfather from the same people who’d just murdered Helen.” He laid a big, warm hand on hers where it rested on the table and gave her a gentle squeeze. “I just wish I’d known what the bastard intended. I might have been able to save her.”

“You took the bastards down, Mark,” Nate told him. “It may not be enough, but considering the damage they’d have done with TurboBoost, you probably saved a lot of lives.”

Mark looked pleased at the compliment, which wasn’t surprising considering his obvious admiration for his boss.

“I’m glad Zoe finally did the right thing,” Raven said. She shook her blonde head. Though just short of sixty, she was still lovely, with short blonde hair and the tight, muscled build of someone who danced in high heels for a living -- while singing. “After, that is, doing literally everything else wrong.”

“The DOJ prosecutor said she’s probably going to end up going to jail,” Mark said. “Though since she’s testifying against Myra, he doesn’t think it’ll be more than a couple of years.”

“How’s your grandfather?” Raven asked, after swallowing a bite of crème brûlée. “I was really impressed by the way he helped you work that spell, Holt’s or no Holt’s.”

“Yeah,” Mark said. “If it hadn’t been for Kate and Eli, Kola’s manifestation might have collapsed first.”

“Yeah, well, if it hadn’t been for you, neither Eli nor I would have survived at all,” Kate told him. She turned to Raven. “Granddad’s much better. The potion his new doctor put him on seems to be doing the job. He no longer has those attacks of disorientation.”

Raven nodded. “Glad they found something that works.” She studied Kate, her green gaze intent. “So what are your plans now?”

“You mean besides testify at a whole lot of trials?” Kate shook her head. “I just want to get them all sent away for a very long time.”

“Yeah, that alchemist deserves jail every bit as much as Jackson did,” Raven agreed, referring to the disgraced billionaire who had engineered the Arcane Island debacle. Instead of running for president, he was doing twenty years in a Bahamian prison.

Kate looked around to see Nate studying her with an expression that looked a little calculating. “It’s going to be a year, maybe two, before those cases go to trial. What are you going to do in the meantime?”

Kate shrugged. “Get the best paying corporate job I can find.” She sighed and took another sip of her wine. “Assuming I can find somebody willing to overlook my involvement with the federal government.”

Nate snorted. “Yeah, some of those guys don’t consider ethics a great quality in their employees.”

“I still have to find something. As good as it is, Granddad’s potion is pretty damned expensive.”

Nate eyed her. “What if we could offer you a job that paid better than what you’ve made in the corporate world?”

Raven gave her a sly smile. “You and Mark could even work together. Plus, you wouldn’t have to worry about finding yourself employed by another unethical scumbag.”

Kate’s jaw dropped as she stared at the couple, then glanced wide-eyed at Mark. He only smiled -- the offer obviously wasn’t news to him. “What kind of salary are we talking?”

Nate named a figure that made her eyebrows shoot up.

“But… Why?” Kate asked, a little stunned. “With that kind of salary, you could command an Arcanist with far more power than I have.”

Raven leaned toward her. “Power is easy to find. Someone with ethics, courage, and power -- that’s a lot rarer. You’ve got all three in spades.”

“And you proved it,” Nate agreed. “What’s more, when push came to shove, you risked your life to protect a woman who’d tried to screw you over.”

“I couldn’t just let her die,” she said quietly. “And Foster was going to kill her.”

“And that’s exactly the reason we want you,” Nate said. “Considering the number of amoral sons of bitches running around in the corporate world, we need someone like you. That’s the service RCAS offers -- protection for those dealing with the rich and ruthless.”

“And to sweeten the pot, our insurance package covers caregivers for employees with children and sick parents,” Raven added. “That’ll save you a bundle right there.”

Kate licked her dry lips. “I’m definitely interested, though I’d need to see the contract before I sign it.”

Nate grinned. “We wouldn’t expect anything else. I’ll send you an email with the contract in the morning, and you can have your lawyer look it over.”

Raven grinned. “Meanwhile, I think this calls for champagne.”

* * *

When they got home to Mark’s big mission-style house on the outskirts of LA, they found Eli sitting in the living room reading a book. He looked up as they entered, his face lighting with a grin as he rose to his feet with easy strength. “Back from visiting rock stars?”

“You’ll get your chance,” Kate told him as she stepped into his hug. “Raven wants to have you over next week.”

Eli’s brows rose. “Why on earth would she want to spend any time with a senile old man?”

“Stop that,” Kate said, giving him a stern glance. “Doctor Preston says your prognosis is excellent with the new potion.”

“I do feel better,” her grandfather admitted, giving her another squeeze.

He certainly looked better. He’d regained the weight he’d lost during their ordeal, losing the bruised, haunted look he’d had during their captivity. And his eyes were once again sharp and alert.

Even better, thanks to the new job, Kate could see to it he stayed that way. Grinning, she took his hand and led him to the couch. “And I’ve got great news. Raven and her husband have offered me a job with RCAS. The salary’s easily twice what I made before.”

Eli’s eyes widened as his gaze flashed to Mark’s. “Did you know about this?”

Mark grinned. “Yeah, they ran it past me first, asked if I thought Kate would take the offer. Especially since we’ll be working together.”

At that, Eli frowned. “I hope all your missions aren’t as dangerous as this one was.”

“No, actually, I’m usually a bodyguard.” A prospect that no longer struck him as boring. “Besides, Jimmy tells me that once I testify, going undercover won’t be an option anyway.”

Eli grilled Kate over the job details and what it had been like being courted by a rockstar. The light in the old man’s eyes made Kate smile.

* * *

At last Eli went off to bed, leaving Kate and Mark alone for the first time in weeks. Between the FBI and Eli, she hadn’t had time to do more than dream of him.

Now Mark rose from the couch, giving her a wicked grin. “Want to see what’s in my basement?”

Her heart began to beat faster. “Oh, yeah.” She took his hand and let him pull her to her feet. Softly, she admitted. “I missed you.”

He smiled back. “Yeah, it’s been way too long.” Bending his head, Mark brushed his lips over hers once, twice -- a tender request for entry rather than the kind of dominating kiss he’d given her before.

“I love you,” he breathed against her mouth, and his mouth tasted of expensive wine and magic. “You’re everything I’ve always dreamed of and never thought I’d find.”

“I love you too,” she breathed, sliding her hands into the warm silk of his hair. “I think I started falling for you when you dropped what you were doing to help me find my grandfather. Even when I thought you’d lied to me -- even when I wanted to hate you -- I kept right on loving you. I think I knew deep down you weren’t one of them. Nobody who was would have touched me the way you do. So many little ways you were so kind.”

Mark went in for another soft, sweet brush across her lips, then deepened the contact, his tongue swirling into her mouth. She moaned softly and leaned into him, one hand coming up to cup his cheek. He released her hand to slide his arms around her, and for a moment they stood there, just savoring the warmth and life of each other.

At last he drew back, took her hand again, and led her down the hall to a closed door. He opened it, revealing a set of stairs, and she followed him.

The basement was more of a bonus room, with a lush carpet that yielded underfoot, dove gray walls, and a massive leather armchair. Dark wooden beams cut across the ceiling, the shade matching the king-sized bed that dominated the room. Metal rings were embedded in the thick square posts of the head and footboard.

Glancing at the ceiling, Kate noticed eyebolts sunk here and there into the ceiling beams. “You do like your bondage, don’t you?”

Mark flashed white teeth at her. “Oooh, yeah.”

As a hot flood of excitement rolled through her, she gave him a teasing grin. “What, no St. Andrew’s Cross?”

He snorted. “That’s why God made bondage clubs.”

She widened her eyes at him. “That was God? I thought it was Satan.”

“Not judging by the number of times subs scream, ‘Oh, God!’…”

Kate hooted. Then her gaze fell on a pair of double doors. “What’s through there?”

“Walk-in closet.”

“Oh, really? Is that where you keep all your toys?”

She started toward it, but he grabbed her hand and pulled her back. “Nope. That’s a surprise.” His grin broadened, and a low bear rumble vibrated in the room, though Kola was nowhere to be seen.

Kate’s mouth went dry as she stared up into his hot, golden gaze. His handsome face had tightened with desire, and she wondered -- with something between anxiety and raw lust -- exactly what he had in mind.

Impulsively, she rose on her toes and kissed him again, unable to resist his sexy mouth.

“How do you want to play?” he asked softly. “Sweet and tender or…”

“Kinky,” she said. “We can do tender after we take the edge off.”

“Bet on it.” He gave her another feral male grin and stepped back. “Strip for me. Don’t bother folding any of it. I’m not feeling that patient.” One hand slid the length of her torso in the snug little black dress she wore.

Kate licked her dry lips. “Can you get my zipper?”

Mark twirled a finger in a circle, and she obediently turned, presenting him with her back.

A long pause stretched her nerves tight before he moved closer. His fingers felt delightfully warm, almost hot against the nape of her neck as he unfastened the hook at the dress’s neckline before her zipper hissed quietly down.

Just as she was starting to wonder with nervous delight exactly what he had in mind, Mark turned and walked away. Kate looked over her shoulder to find him heading for a crystal decanter that stood on a round table next to the armchair.

He poured something amber into a cut crystal glass and sat down in the chair. Leaning back, Mark stretched his long, powerful legs out in front of him, feet spread wide. Calling attention to the thick bulge rapidly growing behind his fly.

She closed her eyes for a moment to watch his magic surge and roil around him.

“What are you waiting for?” he demanded, and there was that bear rumble again, so deep she swore she could feel it in her bones.

Kate caught the hem of her Little Black Dress, pulling it up slowly, swaying from foot to foot.

Giving him a show. Locking her gaze on his, she watched his eyes go hot and hooded, gold as coins.

Until she pulled the LBD over her head, leaving her in a crimson lace bra and matching panties, thigh-high black lace stockings, and red fuck-me stilettos the color of candy apples.

“Give me that dress.” The order sounded low, dark, velvet and cognac.

Feeling intensely naked, Kate sauntered across the room, giving her hips a little extra roll, and passed over the length of black silk. He pulled it slowly from her hand, the warm fabric sliding from her fingers, his eyes hot on hers.

Then he lifted the dress, held it to his nose, and closed his eyes, inhaling deeply. The bulge behind his fly thickened, lengthened even more.

Kate licked her lips.

After a long, thrumming pause, he finally opened his eyes and met her gaze again.

“Now the rest of it,” Mark ordered, and his voice sounded more bear than human. Rough and dark, just a little threatening.

Kate’s nipples tightened into hard peaks. She didn’t look away from that burning gaze as she twisted her arms behind her back and unfastened the bra’s tiny hooks, acutely aware of the way the pose arched her breasts. As she dropped her arms to let the straps slide down, she watched his stare lower to her puckered raspberry nipples.

The lace silk dropped into her hands.

Mark held his hand out and she passed it to him. And again, he lifted it to breathe in her scent. “So sweet,” he said, his voice low, rough. “So female. You make me burn.”

Her knees started to shake, but she stiffened them and bent, meaning to slip off her shoes.

“Leave them on.”

They weren’t particularly comfortable, but it hit her suddenly what she must look like wearing only the stockings, red lace panties and high heels.

Which explained his horse-choking hard-on and the hooded burn of his eyes. Desire hit her in another ferocious wave. Kate reached for the waistband of her panties, eager to pull them off. Eager to be naked for him.

“Not so fast,” he growled. “I want to enjoy this.”

Kate looked up at him, half bent with her hands caught in the panties’ waistband. She slowed down, giving her hips a tempting sway as she inched the scrap of lace lower, lower. Revealing the soft dark fur of her pussy.

He made a purring rumble of approval. “That’s it. That’s what I want.”

When she flipped her hair away from her face and looked up from stepping out of the panties, Kate found his hot, hungry attention on the curve of her breasts. His gaze slid lower, down the length of her bent body and the tight muscle of her legs.

His eyes flicked back to her face, and he gave her a white wolf grin, holding out a big hand. She dropped the scrap of her panties into his palm and watched him breathe them in. His gold eyes never looked away from hers as he inhaled, making her imagine all kinds of carnal things just from the feral expression on his face.

Mark rose, the muscles of his torso rolling, and dropped her clothes over the armchair’s back. Kate took a step closer, longing for those hands on her breasts, her pussy…

“Stay where you are,” he growled. “I didn’t tell you to move.”

She froze, watching him walk past her toward that intriguing closet. He opened the door and reached inside to lift something out. When he turned, she realized it was an athletic bag -- the kind Dominants carried their toys in when they scened.

He sauntered over to her and dropped the bag on the floor. It made sort of a clinking, ringing sound as it thumped down that suggested it contained all kinds of metal implements. Another jolt of arousal slammed through her.

The bag’s zipper hissed, and he reached inside, fishing out a pair of Velcro cuffs like the ones she’d worn before. “Stand up and hold your wrists in front of you.”

A wicked little smile of anticipation curving her mouth, Kate obeyed. Mark buckled the cuffs on, then clipped them together with a carabineer. Mark reached into the bag again and pulled out a length of chain, attaching one end to the carabineer and the other to an eyebolt screwed into the overhead beam.

Then he took a step back, his gold eyes sweeping the length of her body. “Damn,” he said softly.

“What?”

He chuckled. “I’ve played in the scene for a long time. Usually it goes no deeper than the base of my balls, but this…” Mark moved closer to cup her cheek in one calloused palm. “This shoots from my balls into my heart, and doesn’t stop until it sinks into my soul.”

Kate swallowed. She’d heard men say things like that before when they were trying to get her into bed -- Stefan used to say that stuff all the time. Even before she’d caught on to what he was, she’d never really taken him seriously.

Mark was the only man who meant every word. Kate could feel it radiating from him.

She’d finally found someone she could trust with the most hidden parts of herself -- a man who understood what drove her… and loved her because of it. “I’ve never felt like this either,” she admitted, and her voice sounded raw.

One corner of his sexy mouth kicked up. “Good.”

Mark peeled off his jacket and tossed it, too, over the back of the armchair, then began unbuttoning his shirt. Kate’s gaze slid down helplessly, watching as he revealed a V of chest that rolled in fascinating ripples. Finally he pulled the shirt off completely, his powerful torso twisting.

Then he bent, Kate all but drooling as she watched the flex of his big body, and delved into the bag again. He pulled out a length of crimson silk, then stepped around behind her to loop the blindfold over her eyes and tie it around the back of her head.

She wasn’t entirely sure why he bothered, because when he stepped around her again, he glowed against the darkness, all boiling magic. Oddly, there was no sign of Kola. “Where’s your furry wingman?”

He leaned close, filling her darkness with fire. “Upstairs, keeping a lookout. I wanted a warning in case Eli decided to investigate the interesting noises coming from downstairs.”

“Yeah, that would be embarrassing.”

He bent and picked up something -- his toy bag, judging by the rattle, though she couldn’t see it because it didn’t contain anything magical. “Stoplight?”

“Green,” Kate said, and grinned at his surging magic. “A pretty emerald green.”

“We’ll see how long that lasts.” He slid an arm around her back, and the sparks and fire of his magic surrounded her as he bent to take her mouth in a slow, possessive kiss, tasting of wine and passion and the faintest hint of magic-generated ozone. He looked so bright she almost expected him to burn her, and the sight sent a delicious thrill through her.

Usually a blindfold made you feel vulnerable because you couldn’t see your Dom. Now she could see him but not anything he was holding. It added a whole new twist to the experience.

“I want you to safe word the minute you feel something you don’t like,” he informed her.

“Mmmmm, greeeeeen.” Her purr sounded low and dreamy.

“I mean it, Kate.” He stepped back to circle behind her, trailing a finger over her body as he moved. The sensation made her quiver.

She quivered even harder when he eased in until she could feel his heat all along her body. He caught a fistful of her hair and pulled her head to the side, leaned in, and bit gently along the throb of her pulse, using the grip on her hair to pull her head back against his shoulder.

“I’m serious,” he murmured. “I know you have an insane amount of courage, but the last thing I want you to feel is genuine fear or pain. Because I do smell a little bit of…” He took a slightly harder bite. “…Anxiety.”

“I’m not afraid of you,” she murmured, even as her heart thumped hard in her chest. “But this is… really different.”

“Good different or bad different?” He began to nip gently down the curve of her throat.

She gasped and pressed back against his hard strength. “Good different. Definitely good different.”

“Good.” Mark reached around in front of her and cupped one breast, teasing her hard nipple. The other hand slid the length of her body, following curves and hollows right to her pussy. “Spread ‘em,” he growled.

Kate obeyed, quivering, wildly aroused.

He palmed her pussy, and his magic spilled over her skin, making her gasp and squirm as sparks of hot warmth danced between her labia. One long finger delved into her cunt, and she groaned at how slick and ready she felt.

Mark chuckled. “So far, so good.” His hand tightened on her nipple, each fingertip inflicting a sharp little magical sting that sent another wave of burning arousal surging through her.

Which was when the sting became a tight clamp as something closed hot around her nipple. Gasping, Kate looked down as he released her and saw something that glowed as it gripped her nipple. It shone with the same colors as his aura, and she realized he’d created some kind of manifestation. She grinned. “Is that a magical nipple clamp?”

“Mmmm, yeah. Since clamps are on your list of likes.” He chuckled, dark and male. “Stoplight?”

The bite gentled, then tightened again in slow, rhythmic pulses. She bit her lip, quivering, unable to quite manage speech.

“I asked you a question,” he said, in that menacing Dom growl he did so well.

“Green,” Kate gasped as her arousal spiraled like a fire tornado dancing in the air over an inferno.

Stefan had used clamps on her once, but they’d been brutally tight, escalating to true agony the minute he’d taken them off. But somehow, the pressure of this magic one was perfect. “How do you do that?” Kate moaned. “How do you always know exactly how hard I want it?”

He leaned in close to her ear. As he spoke, his breath blew hot and fragrant over her skin. “I can smell it. I drink you in, taste you, feel when you rise and when you fall. How much bite you like. Back off when you don’t.”

A second clamp bit down on her nipple, tightening even as the other one loosened, alternating. “Stoplight?” Mark demanded.

“Greeeeeen. Why do you… Why even ask when you know… how I feel?” she panted.

“Because I want to make sure your head loves it as much as your body.” He stepped away, depriving her of the hot, burning strength of his.

She glanced back to see him bend to his toy bag, heard a rattle of gear. But the object he pulled out with a glowing hand wasn’t magical, and she couldn’t see it beyond the way his fingers gripped whatever it was. “What is that?”

“You’ll see. Face front.”

Licking her lips, Kate turned straight ahead, listening to the tread of his feet as he began to pace back and forth behind her.

What the hell was he doing? A delicious blend of tension and anticipation tightened her muscles.

She heard a low swish. Something soft gently hit the skin of her back…

No, multiple somethings, she realized as he did it again. A flogger. But not the kind of heavy leather whip Stefan had used. This one felt like soft doeskin.

Mark began to walk around her, flicking it over her butt, her back, her hips, the side of her breasts. The front of her breasts, up between her spread legs. Gentle little thumping impacts that did no more than warm the skin as the blood rushed to the surface.

But the bite of the clamps tightened, pulsed, and the combination of stimulation tore a ragged gasp from her lips.

Anticipation made her writhe in helpless need as he began to pick up the pace, hitting her a bit harder. “Stoplight?”

“Green,” she rasped. He moved behind her again and began to build the sting to a delicious burn.

“You’re getting so wet. I can’t wait to drive my cock into you.”

“God, Mark!” She closed her eyes, despite the blindfold, biting her lip, feeling a bit demented. “God, I need… I need your cock!”

He leaned in to breathe in her ear. “And you’ll get it -- when I’m damned good and ready to give it to you.”

She heard a thump -- the flogger hitting the floor. Her ass was burning now, and the sting of the clamps manifested around her nipples had become a sweet ache.

“I think it’s time to get serious.” She heard the toy bag rattle. Panting, Kate glanced over her shoulder to see him kneel to pull something out of the bag and put it aside.

Still on his knees, Mark suddenly grabbed her hips, pulling her backward until her ass thrust into his face. “Lift those feet and hook your toes over my shoulders.”

She bent her legs one at a time and did as he’d ordered, propping the toes of her stilettos where he’d instructed. The result was a stretched, mildly uncomfortable position.

As if sensing that, Mark shifted his grip to her thighs, supporting her more comfortably even as he lifted her body for better access.

He really was astonishingly strong. Mark paused, seemed to contemplate her pussy before he asked, “Does that hurt your back…? Oh, yeah, it does.” He edged forward, hands shifting her weight so less of it pulled on her bound arms, then put his hot, wet mouth right over her pussy. Licked, a slow, teasing stroke, and drew back again to purr, “Mmm. Love that taste.”

And pressed his face to her pussy, his tongue flicking up between her labia, then thrusting right into her pussy, teasing the slick inner walls.

“Mark!” It was an outright yowl. “God, fuck me!”

“It’s cute that you think you can give me orders.” He chuckled and went right on licking, teasing her clit with wet, hot circles, then lapping up and down along her swollen, hungry flesh.

Kate groaned, wrapping her fists in the chain as that clever tongue lapped up and down, then he paused to suddenly suck one labia lip into his mouth. Nibbling, sucking, then thrusting his tongue into her pussy.

Pleasure was throbbing in her clit, her swelling wet flesh. Dark lovely jolts of it, sizzling up her spine, making her crave even more. She tried to hunch against that wicked, clever mouth, but his grip tightened on her thighs, immobilizing her. “Please!”

Mark’s voice vibrated the air even as his mouth kept working her. “You’ll get what I want you to have when I want you to have it.” Then he closed his mouth over her clit and sucked in hard, merciless pulls.

The orgasm shot straight up out of her cunt like a rocket going off. Kate writhed, screaming in delight as she hung helpless in his arms. By the time Mark finally lowered her to the ground, she was all but sagging in her bonds, limp and panting. “Want you,” she moaned. “God, I want you.”

“Good.” He delved into his toy bag again, though she was too dazed to try to figure out what he was up to now.

She heard the snap of a plastic cap. Then he parted her ass cheeks, and slippery fingers sought out her anus. Kate gasped, shocked back to full consciousness, and he chuckled wickedly as he pumped one finger deep, then added another. Greasing her up. “Stoplight?”

She had to fight to manage speech. “Green,” she groaned at last.

“Glad to hear it.” And suddenly there was something long and hard sliding into her ass. At first she thought it was a dildo, until she felt the crackle of magic against her inner walls. A manifestation. Just big enough not to be brutally uncomfortable, but with the magical effects, more than capable of driving her insane.

Despite the lush orgasm she’d just had, arousal began to steam through her blood again.

Rattle. The crinkle of a foil packet tearing. A condom. Oh, God, FINALLY!

Mark stood and walked around in front of her. As she watched him shine, he slid what must have been the condom over the glowing jut of his erection.

Feeling the magical dildo plundering her ass, Kate panted, staring at his cock, flexing her inner muscles to stimulate her pussy.

He stepped up, grabbed her around the waist, and scooped her right off her feet again. Cupping her ass cheeks, he lifted her. With an eager moan, she wrapped her legs around his waist and arched her body so he could slide his thick, sheathed cock into her cunt.

He didn’t do it fast, either. Slow, an inch at a time, thick width pushing into her slick, swollen pussy. She gasped at the sensation, which felt even more intense with the dildo manifestation tormenting her ass.

When he was finally all the way in, he began to withdraw, a long, exquisite slide that made her eyes roll back. Hungry, desperate for more of the delicious friction, she arched, tightening the grip of her thighs so she could grind against him.

Slowly, he began to fuck her -- deep, luxurious thrusts that hit every bundle of nerves in her cunt, the magical dildo pumping a counterpoint in her ass. A luscious double penetration.

The air filled with a deep, inhuman rumble.

Mark reached out a flaming hand and snatched off her blindfold, sending her hair flying around her eyes. Panting, Kate met his narrow, glowing stare.

“I wanted to see those beautiful eyes when I make you come,” he growled, and abandoned all that teasing restraint, pumping hard, fast, until their bodies slapped together in a furious erotic rhythm. Waves of delight pulsed through her with every beating entry, the fire intensifying as she stared up into Mark’s tough, handsome face, tight and fierce with lust.

The orgasm exploded through her like Mount Saint Helens, and Kate convulsed in his arms, screaming, her hands gripping the chains as she arched back, grinding savagely. Out of her mind.

A moment later he bellowed, coming just as hard, his back arching, his bear roaring. God, I hope this room is soundproof…

When it was finally over, Kate hung there, all but blind and boneless, hanging by her arms and supported by Mark’s grip on her butt.

“God,” she managed, meeting his gaze as she panted as if she’d run a marathon.

“That’s not comfortable, is it?” Tenderly, Mark lowered her feet to the floor, then reached up to free her from the chain and take off the cuffs.

Kate sagged against him as he wrapped his hard, sweating arms around her. She clung to him, not entirely sure she could stand under her own power. Her thighs ached deliciously, and the muscles in her legs twitched and jumped in the shuddering aftermath of the orgasm.

He swept her into his arms and carried her to the bed. They tumbled down on it and lay sprawled, heaving in oxygen, their bodies still humming.

After a moment, Mark got up to dispose of the condom. She heard the toy bag rattle and wondered how in the hell the man had the energy for another go. She personally felt as wrung out as a washrag, without a single bone anywhere.

He stepped up to the bed and looked down at her. “Sit up.”

Closing her eyes, Kate gave serious thought to begging for mercy. “Oh, God, Mark, gimme a minute. I’m doing good to breathe.”

“You can breathe after I’m done.”

Somehow, she got her muscles to work enough to push herself into a sitting position and open her eyes. “You are insatiable…”

“Yes, actually, I am. When it comes to you, I want it all.”

Which was when Mark sank to one knee and extended his hand. As she stared at him with widening eyes, he flicked open the lid of the ring box to reveal an exquisite diamond ring encircled by yellow topaz stones the color of his eyes.

Kate looked from the ring to his face, stunned. Gorgeous glowing irises met hers. “Will you marry me?”

She could only stare, struggling to process.

When she didn’t immediately answer, Mark’s gaze flickered. His nostrils flared, trying to parse her scent. She saw a hint of doubt flash over his face. “I can’t tell what you’re thinking. If you’re not ready, if…”

She blinked as a crazy joy burst in her heart.

He tried to turn it into a joke. “Maybe I should have asked for your safeword…”

“Oh God, green!” Kate yelled and threw herself off the bed and into his arms, kissing him between each word. “Green! Green! Green!”

Mark laughed as he caught her close, almost dropping the ring box in the process. “Are you sure about that?”

Kate met the growing joy in his Feral gaze. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”

As he took her mouth in a hot, searing kiss, she saw Kola appear in an explosion of sparks, heard a deep, purring rumble.

Who knew a bear could look smug?
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