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   Chapter One
 
   The investigation started out normally enough, but when masked men dressed like extras in a Bruce Lee movie burst into the warehouse, even an idiot could have predicted that someone was about to meet a Very Bad End. Unfortunately, that someone turned out to be me.
 
   From outside, the building appeared no different from the dozens of others in this industrial neighborhood. But while all the nearby warehouses bustled with activity from sunup to sundown, this one remained empty for no good reason. Supposedly, the joint was haunted. I rolled my eyes, wondering for the thousandth time how otherwise sane people could buy into the whole paranormal schtick. Then again, that penchant for gullibility did keep me gainfully employed. Yeah, people actually paid me to search for things that went bump in the night; but so far, I’d turned up nothing more fearsome than a tomcat on the prowl.
 
   “All set down here?”
 
   I jumped, heart shifting into double time as I whirled and met the amused glance of my friend and business partner.
 
   “Dammit, Keith. Do you have to sneak around like that?”
 
   He grinned, rocking back on his heels. “No, love, I don’t have to; but seeing you jump like that is its own reward.” His gaze zeroed in on my chest.
 
   Shaking my head, I switched the last video recorder on. “Don’t love me, Romeo. We broke up; remember?”
 
   “How could I possibly forget?” He drawled the words, deliberately thickening his British accent because he knew it drove me insane; and not in a bad way. “After all, you did give me the let’s be friends kiss of death.”
 
   I tossed a box at him. “Make yourself useful.”
 
   Keith caught the box reflexively, wincing at my less-than-tender care of the electronics inside. “Bloody hell, Cass. Watch it.”
 
   When he turned and headed up the metal stairs, I did just that: watched his rear while he climbed. Who said exes couldn’t admire the scenery?
 
   Turning back to the basement corridor, I finished adjusting the camera concealed beneath the staircase. A quick squint into the viewfinder revealed the entire hallway in its darkened glory—and the door separating us from Payday.
 
   I allowed a smug smile as I regarded the door leading to the not-so-fragrant recesses of the St. Louis Metropolitan sewers. Haunted warehouse, my ass.
 
   A moment later and the video camera was adjusted to my satisfaction. One last check of the thermal cameras and I started up the stairs. Figures hurtled down them before I moved more than a few feet; figures dressed in black and shoving weapons in my face.
 
   I stared down the barrel of a thug’s gun and froze.
 
   “Hands behind your back, now!” the thug in question barked.
 
   A second man, sans gun, forced my trembling hands painfully close together and secured them with something that dug into my flesh. Shock gave way to fear as they marched me upstairs and down the dimly-lit hallway. Sweat broke out on my forehead and my breath grew ragged. I’d always hated feeling powerless or out of control, and now I felt both. Thug 1 shoved me through a doorway into the dimly-lit room we’d been using as our temporary headquarters. I stumbled on the threshold but managed to avoid falling on my ass. The wild hope that Keith would come to the rescue crashed and burned when his fear-filled eyes met my own. There was just no way this could end well.
 
   Someone pushed me against one of the two wooden chairs in the middle of the room. Keith huddled on the second, trussed to it with more zip ties than I’d seen outside of Hollywood. “Sit.” One of the men knocked me off my feet and onto the seat. He wrapped my arms around the back of the chair, bringing tears to my eyes as he manhandled them into place and secured them with still more zip ties. The other holstered his gun and strapped my feet to the legs of the chair. Only then did I notice the four men standing across the room.
 
   One of the thugs who’d not yet spoken stepped forward, empty hands clasped in front of him; obviously the good (or at least not-so-vicious) cop. Pale blue eyes stared out of the black scrap of fabric masking his features. They seemed oddly familiar.
 
   “Ms. Grant. I know that these are hardly the ideal circumstances for our first meeting, but we couldn’t take the chance of revealing ourselves to one of the Beholden.”
 
   He said that word as if it should be capitalized; as if it should mean something to me. “To a whatsit?”
 
   “Come now, Ms. Grant. You know why we’re here.” His cultured voice remained smooth and unemotional, its accent not dissimilar to Keith’s.
 
   I struggled not to stutter like an idiot. “C—can’t say that I do.”
 
   The man glanced behind me and nodded. Sharp bursts of pain blossomed in the back of my head, so intense I cried out.
 
   “Leave her alone, you bastards!” At last, Keith spoke, not that it did much good. A loud crack echoed in the air, sounding even more painful than whatever they’d socked me with.
 
   After an agonizing moment, the pain faded enough for speech. “I—I’ve never heard of the Beholden!”
 
   The man leaned forward, an amused light in his eyes. “Of course, that is exactly what I would expect one of the Beholden to say to my kind.”
 
   “Your kind?”
 
   All amusement faded. “An organization dedicated to eradicating individuals like you from the face of the planet.”
 
   Blood rushed in my ears and dizziness threatened to overwhelm me. That could not be good. “What do you mean, individuals like me?” I kept my voice excruciatingly polite.
 
   “In general, those who call themselves the Beholden. In your specific case, Phoenixes.”
 
   Another capitalized word that didn’t mean much to me. “You think I’m a fire-breathing bird from mythology?”
 
   His eyes narrowed. “I have little patience for games, Ms. Grant. The word Phoenix is just a name. One given to people who possess the ability to work with fire.”
 
   This just got weirder and weirder. I considered the possibility that I’d never woken up that morning and this whole fiasco was just a dream; would have made a whole hell of a lot more sense.
 
   “I can see that being polite is getting us nowhere. Time we take more forceful measures. Maybe then you’ll be amenable to taking us seriously.”
 
   “Believe me, I take you plenty seriously. I’m just confused.” Now, that was an understatement. I felt a lot like Alice floundering along in Wonderland.
 
   “Maybe she truly is ignorant,” a voice interjected from behind my interrogator.
 
   Yet another voice spoke up. “Then how do you explain the incident in her past, and the Dragon who’s been trailing her the past few days?”
 
   A knot of tension tightened in my stomach. I knew exactly what they referred to. The incident that my adoptive parents had always insisted to be supernatural in origin; the one that had left my arms an ugly mess of scars and ruined my life as I then knew it.
 
   “How do you know what happened to me?” My voice cracked mid-sentence. I licked my lips and managed to get the rest out more audibly.
 
   The interrogator focused his attention on me once more. “We’ve been watching you for years, Ms. Grant; waiting to prove or disprove your adoptive parents’ claim of spontaneous combustion. Some of us became convinced they were simply trying to cover up wrongdoing on their own part—until the Dragon appeared.”
 
   All the talk about creatures of myth and paranormal powers frayed my already strained patience. “What happened to me was just an accident!”
 
   He turned to the three figures behind him and shrugged. “Only one way to be entirely sure. And with the Dragon’s presence, we cannot let her go without being certain.”
 
   Oh god. That sounded bad. Very, very bad.
 
   I craned my neck to get a glance at Keith. Blood flowed from a cut to his lip. Even though I hadn’t struck the blow, guilt still washed through me.
 
   “Please, whatever you do to me, let Keith go. He hasn’t seen any of your faces.”
 
   The interrogator pulled his mask off in one smooth motion, stunning me to silence. His face should have been as monstrous as his insanity, but it wasn’t. Instead, he had pleasant features that in other circumstances would have attracted me to him. When I looked into his eyes a sense of familiarity hit me again. Maybe I’d seen him before...
 
   “I’m afraid we can’t do that, Ms. Grant. We need him for what’s to come.”
 
   Oh shit. “Why did you do that? Keith isn’t part of this!”
 
   “Oh, but he is now—thanks to your lack of cooperation.” He nodded to his conspirators. “Bring them.”
 
   Rather than bothering with the zip ties, they simply lifted our chairs and carried us into the center of the warehouse’s cavernous main room. Once, tons of cargo had passed in and out of this room on a daily basis. Now, it stood empty except for a few abandoned crates, two chairs, and the eight of us. My goons set me down a good twenty feet away from Keith, increasing my already high level of anxiety. Helplessness flooded through me; an emotion I’d never liked and had once sworn I’d never feel again. Stupid me, making promises I couldn’t keep. Much like my adoptive parents.
 
   “Last chance, Ms. Grant. Tell us what we want to know and maybe we can arrange for Mr. Hobart to walk out of here in one piece.”
 
   Desperation pitched my voice much higher than usual. “I really don’t know what you’re talking about!”
 
   “Very well, then.” He nodded to the men surrounding Keith. “Do it.”
 
   A loud snap heralded the uncorking of a bottle. The pungent scent of gasoline filled the air, causing my nose to wrinkle; then the sound of gurgling as one of the gunmen upended the bottle over Keith, soaking his clothing in a matter of seconds. My mouth dropped open when I realized what they were doing.
 
   “You people are insane. Stop it!”
 
   Their ringleader shook his head while the other men began dumping gasoline on the floor and crates nearest Keith. “We’ve passed that point, Ms. Grant. Only you can stop this now.”
 
   “How?” I wailed, anguish clogging my throat as the gasoline fumes assaulted my nostrils.
 
   A match appeared in his hand. He strolled to my chair, the picture of calm control, and leaned over me. “By using your ability to save your friend over there, and prove what we already know. That you are a Phoenix.”
 
   “And if I can’t?”
 
   A distinctly feral smile crossed his lips. “We’ll be sure to send flowers to the funeral home.”
 
   His hand snaked out and struck the match against the arm of my chair. I cried out, struggling to break free and stop him. A quick flick over his shoulder and the match landed directly in front of Keith, smack-dab in the middle of a pool of gasoline. For a moment nothing happened, but then a loud whooshing filled the air. Hungry flames flared into life, racing along the gasoline and licking at Keith’s pants legs.
 
   The whimpering noises I hadn’t noticed him making earlier became frantic shouts. He begged for mercy from our captors, and when that didn’t work screamed for me to tell them what they wanted to hear—but I couldn’t tell them what I didn’t know.
 
   I averted my gaze, turning back to the man who’d so callously set another on fire. Hatred blazed from my eyes. “You bastard! I could kill you for this.”
 
   “Oh, but you could; kill all of us with a single thought; just as you could save your friend by simply willing it so. Tell the fire to leave him alone, and it will.”
 
   Keith’s screams grew louder and more frantic. I closed my eyes against the sound, tears beading at the corners of my eyes. I knew firsthand the agony washing through him. Mercifully, his screams choked off moments later. I opened my eyes but couldn’t force myself to look at what was left of him, so settled for glaring at the man in front of me.
 
   “Well,” he said, disappointment coloring his voice. “I suppose your parents were lying after all. Pity.” He gestured to the flames heading our way. “Do accept our apologies for being wrong, Ms. Grant.”
 
   At another motion, the goon squad hurried away from us. His hands moved to the long sleeves covering my arms, caressing them as one would a lover. I struggled to push away from him, but zip ties digging deeper into my flesh were my only reward. He inched one of my sleeves up slowly and smiled when I let out a curse. The jagged planes and ridges covering my arms slid into view, painful reminders of a day I tried very hard to forget; the ugly scars I always took care to cover now exposed for his viewing pleasure.
 
   He trailed a finger along my arm, nodding to himself as if the scars confirmed something. “I truly am disappointed you’re not who I thought you were. You look so much like...” He shook his head and kissed my lips too quickly for me to do anything but gape. “Goodbye, Cassidy Marie,” he murmured—though I didn’t see his lips move—and then left me to burn.
 
   Panic overcame my resolve not to give the bastard the satisfaction of hearing me scream. I shouted for help, pitching my voice as high and loud as I could and praying that someone would hear me. Morbid curiosity made me look over to Keith’s chair, or what was left of it. I retched, leaning forward and barely managing to avoid soiling my clothes. The flames bathed my body in a warm glow as fire leapt from the floor to my clothes.
 
   “Somebody help me!” I screamed. “Please!”
 
   God, I didn’t want to die; especially not like this. I thrashed back and forth, struggling to break free of my bindings but failing miserably. Pain danced along my legs as the fire ate through my clothing. For a moment peace overcame me, along with the sense that I had come home. I was meant to become one with the flames lapping at my body. I shook my head to clear it. No doubt that sensation came from oxygen deprivation, not to mention the ravings of the lunatic who had condemned me to this inferno. I couldn’t—I wouldn’t—believe there could be the slightest hint of truth to his words. That would mean admitting I had been wrong about my adoptive parents and had dedicated my entire life to a lie.
 
   Pain became agony, radiating along every nerve of my body until the only thing I could do was scream. I prayed for the end to come quickly, taking one last look around me before slipping into unconsciousness.
 
   And then I died.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
   I snuggled closer to the heat bathing me in its intoxicating glow. Tongues of fire lapped against my skin, prompting murmurs of pleasure. Opening my eyes took a Herculean amount of effort. Flames of orange and red danced about me as if they wanted to play. For a moment, it seemed natural to lie in a pile of ash, stark naked, white-hot fire raging all around. I tried to remember what had happened and encountered only blankness. The warmth felt so good that panic didn’t immediately flare. Then the shriek of sirens broke into the air. Confusion washed over me, along with a sense of wrongness. My eyes fluttered shut while the wails grew closer.
 
   Sirens...sirens meant protection and safety. At least, I thought they did.
 
   “If I wait for them, they will come for me,” I said out loud, fighting back a wave of dizziness.
 
   “Oh, they’ll come all right. But you won’t like what they do to you.”
 
   The voice cut through the air as surely as the flames caressed my skin; deep, smooth, and as steady as the earth below. I forced my eyes open once more, searching for the source of the compelling voice. At first I couldn’t see him through the haze, but then my eyes adjusted and everything else paled to insignificance. He stepped through the flames as if they didn’t exist. Vivid green eyes stared down at me from a very tall height, slightly tilted eyes that reminded me of lush green grass. They seemed at odds with his bronzed skin and jet-black hair.
 
   “Are you an angel?”
 
   Generous lips curved upward. “I’m no angel, sweetheart.” He knelt beside me, cupping his hands beneath my bare back and legs. “But you can think of me as a dragon if you’d like.”
 
   I shivered at the touch of his skin against mine. If possible, it felt hotter than the flames by several degrees. His words penetrated the sensual fog caused by the contact. Dragon. Why does that sound so familiar? My teeth clenched as tension coiled in my stomach. Who was this man, and why did he have such a powerful effect on me?
 
   “If you’re not an angel, maybe you should leave.”
 
   He ignored my advice, scooping me into his arms and rising in a fluid motion. I squeaked in protest, hands darting around his neck to find purchase. He ignored that, too. The shrill cry of sirens became so loud they sounded like they were in the next room. His eyes grew more alert and his arms tightened around me.
 
   “We’re both leaving. Now.”
 
   I should have objected; should have told the strange man whose caress affected me more deeply than the touch of fire to mind his own business. Instead, I asked, “Why?”
 
   It could have meant any one of a dozen things. Why were he and I able to stand inside a burning building without being consumed? Why should I trust him when I didn’t know who he was? Perhaps most importantly, why was he doing this?
 
   “Because,” he murmured, cradling me close. “They’ll kill you if I don’t take you. This time forever.”
 
   I sighed, closing my eyes and snuggling closer to the warmth of his chest. That seemed a good enough reason to me. “Then take me, dragon.”
 
   His voice sounded amused when he replied. “That’s what I planned all along, little one.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Trouble struck before we made it five steps outside the burning building. I fought against the confusion and nausea threatening to pull me under, wanting to see where exactly the dragon was taking me. A sleek convertible purred quietly in front of us, doors hanging open.
 
   “Nice wheels,” I whispered.
 
   A grin flashed across his face and he regarded the car with pride, which distracted him from the danger behind. One small scuff was the only warning before something sent us flying in different directions. I managed to get my arms down quickly enough to break my fall. My breath exhaled forcefully and needles of pain broke out along naked flesh. The dragon fared better. He scarcely hit the ground before bouncing back to his feet, hands raised in an aggressive gesture. A black-clad figure raised an automatic weapon toward my would-be rescuer’s face.
 
   “No!” I screamed, pushing to my feet, oblivious to my nakedness.
 
   Someone grabbed my hair and jerked back. Cold metal settled against my neck, drawing beads of blood.
 
   “Don’t move,” a harsh voice warned, “or I’ll slice your throat.”
 
   I froze. I had no idea if my newfound immunity to fire extended to other miraculous feats. In the brief seconds my attacker took to pacify me, the gunman aimed and opened fire. I whimpered, but the bullets stopped in mid-air.
 
   “Fuck!” the gunman swore, spraying another round of bullets—all of which hit an invisible wall. The lethal cylinders shook and shivered but otherwise remained still.
 
   The dragon smiled without the slightest ounce of humor. “Fuck’s right,” he drawled, gesturing toward his adversary with both hands. Most of the bullets dropped to the asphalt in a rain of metal, but some of them shook more violently—and then turned straight toward the gunman.
 
   “Don’t—” My captor growled, but it was too late. Bullets flew, striking his partner in the chest and arms. Blood blossomed, soaking black fabric even darker. Instinct warned I was in the worst position possible. The dragon turned to face his adversary’s partner, but he was going to be too late.
 
   “Ohhhhh,” I moaned, allowing myself to go completely slack. My captor lowered the knife, forced to bear my weight with both arms or fall to the ground beneath me. I gritted my teeth, drummed up my resolve, and bashed my head back against his face. The impact brought tears to my eyes, but it affected him even more. Bone crunched and he howled in pain. His arms released me and I stumbled away.
 
   The dragon grabbed my arms and swung me toward the nearest car door. “Get in!” The sirens grew even louder. I scrambled into the passenger seat and slammed the door. Something rumbled, pulling my attention away from the wail of sirens. My head snapped around to my rescuer and his two assailants, only to find he was alone. The asphalt in front of him writhed like something out of a horror movie, shimmering and shaking before growing still once more. He jumped into the driver’s seat next to me and jerked the car into gear. “Buckle up,” he snapped, and then pulled away in the opposite direction from the sirens.
 
   I would have insisted we should go toward the police and paramedics, but for the simple fact that both attackers—one of whom had been most definitely dead—had vanished into thin air.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Reality reared its ugly head moments later when disorientation and adrenaline faded, only to be replaced by suspicion. What insanity made me think I’d be any safer with a maniac who could stop bullets with the flick of a hand than the maniacs shooting the bullets to begin with?
 
   I huddled under the flannel blanket he’d tossed me moments earlier. “What the hell just happened?”
 
   Yeah. Politeness had never been my strong suit.
 
   He flicked a glance in my direction, then focused his attention on the maze of downtown streets he was navigating. I’d long since given up trying to figure out where he was going, since I didn’t think he was actually going anywhere. He chose streets at random, doubling back in jagged loops over and over again. If his goal was to shake any would-be pursuers, he’d long since succeeded. I don’t think I could have found my way back to where we’d started.
 
   “This wasn’t exactly the way I’d planned our first meeting.” His lips twisted in a self-deprecating smile.
 
   I tightened my arms on the blanket, hunching closer to the car door and wondering how much it would hurt to throw myself out the next time he slowed down. “You’ve been planning to meet me?” The words emerged much more panicked than I’d intended. I cleared my throat and hoped he hadn’t noticed.
 
   “Well.” He tapped fingers against the steering wheel, making a sudden wild turn across three fortunately-empty lanes onto I-55. So much for tossing myself out the car when it slowed down. “Sounds rather stalker-ish when you say it. I swear it’s nothing like that, though.”
 
   “How did you know where I was just now, if you weren’t stalking me? And how did we walk through a burning building, for God’s sake?” I slashed a hand through the air. “Not to mention your Man of Steel routine with the bullets back there.”
 
   “Well, as for your first question, I was waiting for the opportune moment to introduce myself.” He shook his head. “Should have just bit the bullet—so to speak—weeks ago.”
 
   Weeks ago? Dragon Guy wasn’t exactly making me feel any better.
 
   “Question number two’s a lot more complicated.” He zoomed in and out of the fast lane, speedometer never falling lower than 70. Reminded me of Keith; although unlike my former lover, his high-speed handling of the vehicle didn’t leave my hands clenched on the armrests and feet braced against the floorboard while I wondered if he’d forgotten which side of the Atlantic he was on.
 
   “I’m a scientist. I do complicated pretty damned well.”
 
   He nodded. “Fair enough. I wasn’t exaggerating back there when I said you could call me a dragon. I am one, after all.”
 
   The smile he tossed made my heartbeat quicken, but the absurdity of his words acted like a cold shower. “Funny, your breath doesn’t smell of sulfur.”
 
   “Cute. Dragon’s just a turn of phrase. A title, if you will. Now you; you’re a Phoenix, which explains your fiery resurrection and walk through flames.”
 
   I shifted uncomfortably as his words paralleled Mr. Psycho’s. “I’m supposed to believe that we’re creatures of legend who—what? Dash through burning buildings in a single bound and make inconvenient bodies conveniently disappear?”
 
   When he zipped across four lanes of busy traffic to hit the Germania exit, I bit back a shriek. Luckily we rolled to a stop at the end of the off-ramp, unscathed. I loosened my death grip on the blanket and focused on him when he replied.
 
   “Maybe we’d do better if we start from ground zero.” He held his hand out. “My name’s Jacob Zi, but feel free to call me Jake. Everyone but my mother does. I’m a Taurus who enjoys pizza, baseball, and movies. And you?”
 
   The way his bottom lip curled crookedly made it damned near impossible to resist his boyish charm. I’d always been a sucker for an imperfect smile.
 
   “Oh hell,” I mumbled, grabbing his hand and shaking. “I’m starting to believe this whole night has been some screwed-up dream. Cassidy Grant, but most people call me Cass. I’m an Aries who also loves pizza, baseball, and movies. Though I suspect you already knew that.”
 
   His smile widened but he struggled to keep his expression innocent. Well, as innocent as a man with the world’s ultimate bedroom eyes could ever appear to be. A horn blared behind us, and he pulled into traffic once more. He turned into a fast food parking lot seconds later and took his place in the drive-through line. I arched a brow. “Attack of the munchies?”
 
   Jake grinned. “Not me. But you’ll have them big-time any second now.”
 
   “I doubt it. Had plenty for supper a couple hours ago.” I threw him my best schoolmarm look. “You were about to explain what the hell’s going on?”
 
   He rolled his window down and tantalizing odors struck my nose. I scowled. Tantalizing? I’d always avoided fast food like the plague. Yet now the eau’d’burger set my stomach growling worse than my neighbor’s crazy dog.
 
   “See. Right on schedule.”
 
   I covered my stomach, cheeks reddening. “How did you know...”
 
   “That you’d be hungrier than a linebacker? Comes with the territory, sweetheart. Dying takes a lot out of a person; especially Phoenixes.”
 
   There was that damned word again. I was really starting to hate it.
 
   “Dying?” I wiggled my body underneath the flannel blanket. “Funny, I don’t feel dead.”
 
   Our turn at the speaker came and he raised an eyebrow. I scanned the menu hurriedly, searching for the least fattening item I could find. “Uh, I’ll take the grilled chicken sandwich with lettuce and tomato only. And an ice water.”
 
   He snickered. “Newbies.” Rolling his eyes, he turned to the speaker. “We’ll have four cheeseburgers with the works, four grilled chickens with lettuce and tomato only, four large French fries, two large colas, and two large ice waters.”
 
   The worker repeated the order, gave him a total, and told him to pull around. “Sheesh, you’re going to eat four burgers, three chicken sandwiches, and four French fries?”
 
   “Not exactly. Everything but the colas is for you.”
 
   My back stiffened. “Okay, I know I could stand to lose a few pounds, but I couldn’t eat all that if my life depended on it.”
 
   “Funny you should say that,” he drawled. “Because in moments, you’re going to feel like your life does depend on it.”
 
   Denial lasted exactly long enough for him to pay, hand the grease-soaked bags to me, and zip along the city streets once more. I shoveled the first chicken sandwich down my throat in sixty seconds flat. As if that first taste of food served as some sort of signal, hunger pangs reverberated through my body in waves of agony. He just glanced at me when I ripped into the second sandwich, alternating bites of chicken with handfuls of fries. The next thirty minutes passed in silence, save for the sound of rustling wrappers and me chomping my way through a family’s worth of food. By the time I recognized where we were, the hunger had faded enough for me to eat the last sandwich and box of fries with something approaching decorum.
 
   “Hey. We’re near St. Louis University.”
 
   “She speaks!”
 
   I shoved another fry in my mouth. “Do you have a destination in mind or are we just driving aimlessly all night?”
 
   He sobered. “Not all night, but I had to be sure they weren’t following us.”
 
   “Who?” I struggled to get the bite past the lump in my throat.
 
   “The Stalkers.”
 
   “Funny. That’s what I called you not too long ago. I suppose you mean the men who jumped me earlier.” Nausea settled in my stomach, this time unrelated to the mutant hunger pangs. “The ones who killed Keith.”
 
   He tightened his hands on the steering wheel. “I’m sorry I didn’t get there sooner.”
 
   “Yeah, well, life’s a bitch and then you die. Some of us sooner than others.” I stared down at the green and black fabric covering me.
 
   “Unfortunately not everyone can bounce back from death like you did.”
 
   This time I was too tired to point out that bouncing back from death was impossible. Visions of Keith’s last moments kept replaying in my head. His screams as the fire ate away at first clothes, and then flesh. His begging me to tell his killers what they wanted to know; my absolute helplessness to do a damned thing about it.
 
   Jake pulled into the driveway of a stately-looking Victorian, activated a garage opener, and stopped the car next to a black scooter etched with hot pink flames.
 
   I couldn’t hold back a smile. “Pink’s your color.”
 
   Shooting the scooter a cursory glance, he climbed out of the convertible and stretched. My eyes zeroed in on the ripple of muscles beneath his tight t-shirt. His body appealed to me even more than Keith’s did—than Keith’s had. God, how could I just keep on going on after what had happened? His death really was all my fault; somehow.
 
   Jake’s voice drew my attention off the bout of self-pity. “That’s my sister’s. She goes to SLU and crashes in the basement apartment. Takes care of most of the housework in exchange for room and board.”
 
   I grew brave enough to wriggle out of the seat, performing a comical dance to keep myself fully covered. My skin stung slightly when I peeled it off the leather upholstery. Small change compared to what I’d gone through earlier.
 
   He waited for me to pad around the car in bare feet, then held the side door while I stepped into a small tunnel that led to another door opening into the house itself. Not wanting my makeshift sari to slip, I let him open that door as well. I murmured my thanks and walked past him into the kitchen, straight into an ambush.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
   “Jacob Shan Zi, what in bloody blazes do you think you’re doing bringing a whore home when your sister’s downstairs?”
 
   A petite woman stood on the far side of the room, hands perched on hips and fire snapping in intense green eyes. Bright red hair—true red, not that orange shade most people liken to carrots—fell down her back in soft waves. That softness was not mirrored in her face. She might have appeared pretty if not for the pinched lips, screwed-up eyes, and pulsing veins in her neck. Oh, and that whole whore thing.
 
   “Who you calling a whore?” I braced my feet on the floor and narrowed my eyes. “I’m not screwing your husband here, so don’t get your panties in a bunch.”
 
   “Ah, Cassidy,” Jake ventured from behind. “I’m not her husband.”
 
   “Fine then, boyfriend. Whatever.”
 
   Red crossed her arms over her chest and looked at me more closely, but remained silent.
 
   “Not her boyfriend either. She’s my mother.”
 
   That took the wind right out of my sails. “Your—mother? But she’s not much older than you.”
 
   Her anger cooled by a degree or two at that; until my next comment set off another eruption of Mt. St. Redhead. “If anyone looks like the human embodiment of a phoenix, it would be her.”
 
   “Holy Mary Mother of God,” she muttered, stalking several steps forward. Her voice lilted slightly, straight from the shores of Ireland, and enough like Keith’s accent that my teeth clenched. “Have you lost what little wits you had left? Telling one of them what we are?”
 
   Jake raked a hand through his hair. “She’s not one of them Mother. She’s one of us.”
 
   His words only served to anger her further. “Of all the stupid, thickheaded things to do. You went and tracked the wildling down after we agreed you wouldn’t!”
 
   “I never agreed to any such thing. The clan did, right before they practically disowned me. I can’t tell you just how little their wishes matter to me right now, Mother.”
 
   Clan? Sounded like something straight out of the Middle Ages. Or the Deep South.
 
   “They’re—we’re—doing what’s best for you, Jacob.”
 
   “Not what’s best for me. What you think is best for the clan. Not the same thing at all.”
 
   Exhaustion slammed through my body, hitting just as hard as the insane hunger. I could have cheerfully plopped down on the kitchen floor and gone to sleep right then and there. Then I caught a whiff of the smoke that coated my body and thought longingly of hot water.
 
   I placed one hand over the other. “Whoa. Time out here. Maybe you can finish your family feud after I get a shower and some clothes.”
 
   Red glared at Jake. “You’re not letting her stay here, are you?”
 
   “Of course he is, Mother. She’s the fire to his earth.”
 
   A second woman, this one a smaller, more feminine version of Jake, leaned in the doorway. Black hair cut in silky spikes framed yet another pair of vivid green eyes. No denying the relationship between these three.
 
   “Jake’s sister, I presume.”
 
   She nodded at me with a smile. “Yes, and I apologize for the manners of my mother—her name is Breena, by the way—and brother; or lack thereof. Come on, I’ve got pajamas and a spare bedroom you can use. We’ll just let these two get back to their bickering.”
 
   “Rhianne—” Breena protested, falling silent when her daughter beckoned to me.
 
   “Sleep well,” Jake murmured. “We’ll talk more in the morning.
 
   I nodded as I walked toward Rhianne. My feet moved more slowly than they should have, but I refused to give in to weakness in front of Breena. I’d never had someone take such an instant dislike to me; not without reason, anyway.
 
   Rhianne went to her brother and planted a kiss on his cheek. She gave her mother a quick, hard hug. “No blood this time.” I couldn’t tell if she was joking or not.
 
   A half-hour later I fell onto the guest bed, clean and clothed in black pajamas swarming with hot pink Hello Kitties, and decided I didn’t care.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “I suppose there’s worse things than being called a whore by your future mother-in-law.”
 
   I froze halfway up the basement steps and stared at the partially open door a few feet in front of me. The scent of bacon frying inspired hunger pangs only slightly less frenzied than the night before. I barely noticed, however, too busy straining to hear the conversation overhead.
 
   “...know why I expected that to go any better than it did. After the fiasco at the warehouse, I should have known things would only get worse.” Footsteps thumped back and forth.
 
   “I tried to tell you she was here, but you didn’t answer your cell.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I didn’t expect them to jump Cass like that before I had a chance to get her away.”
 
   Plates and silverware clattered and Rhianne spoke again. “What exactly happened?”
 
   Disgust laced Jake’s voice. “They made me. Fifty years I’ve been rescuing wildlings, and this time they made me.”
 
   “Well, your sanity was never on the line before—not to mention your heart. Like our dear brother always says, emotions make you sloppy.”
 
   My hands clenched to each side as I tried to process the conversation. I was pretty sure they were talking about me, but little of what I’d overheard made sense. Future mother-in-law? Wildlings? The thought that Jake had been doing anything for 50 years was laughable. He couldn’t be more than 30, tops.
 
   His sanity’s on the line? Sounds like he already crossed it to me.
 
   Jake mumbled something I couldn’t quite make out. I tiptoed up a few more stairs.
 
   “...her away from Liam. You know he’d tear her heart out if he got the chance.”
 
   I scowled and filed that tidbit of information away. Avoid men named Liam, check.
 
   “This is a bloody nightmare. I still can’t figure out how they tracked her down or how they knew I was following her. Or why they pretended to leave her for dead but had guards waiting outside.”
 
   Bacon popped, obscuring Rhianne’s next question.
 
   “Some bigwig, I think. A limo pulled away just as I got there.” Another murmur I couldn’t make out, and then Rhianne spoke again.
 
   “And what does she think about all this?”
 
   “She thinks we’re all insane, I’m sure.” Wryness touched his voice and the floorboards grew silent. “She’s dedicated her life to disproving claims of paranormal activity. She doesn’t believe she really died back there. Probably thinks she bumped her head and I saved her before the fire reached her.”
 
   “Well, there is one thing we can do if she refuses to believe us.”
 
   Wariness crept into his voice. “What’s that?”
 
   “Kill her again.”
 
   My back stiffened and I was at the bottom of the stairs before conscious thought caught up with subconscious. No time to change, since they’d probably come for me once breakfast was ready. The PJs would have to do. Shoes, though; had to have shoes. I hustled into Rhianne’s room and scrounged up a pair of flip flops only one size too small. On my way out of the room something caught my eye: a black-fringed purse hanging on a hook near the door. Guilt warred with practicality, but I’d arrived here naked, with no money or credit cards. Maybe Rhianne kept enough change for the bus.
 
   Practicality soon won and I thrust my hand inside her purse. Metal clinked at the bottom of the bag, but peering inside showed that it wasn’t change. A set of keys met my eyes, attached to a black leather keyring engraved with Vespa in stylized letters. I bit my lip and pondered the morality of stealing her ride. Helping myself to a little loose change was one thing: grand theft Vespa was another thing entirely.
 
   It’s not like they’ll call the cops. He killed two men last night and you overheard them talk about killing you.
 
   Footsteps started overhead, making my decision for me. I took five seconds to turn on the bathroom shower on my way to the sliding glass door that opened out onto the backyard. The security alarm’s keypad next to the door indicated the system was currently inactive. Floorboards on the basement stairs squeaked. Mouthing a curse, I yanked open the doors and flew outside. Halfway to the garage I realized the flaw in my plan. The garage connected to the house via a tunnel, which meant the only other entrance was the main door in front. The door for which I did not have a key.
 
   “Shit,” I muttered, scurrying around to the side of the building farthest from the house. Fortune smiled and two windows glinted in the morning sun, just low and wide enough for me to slither through. Guilt pricked again at the sound of shattering glass, but I didn’t let it slow me down. I used a flip flop to wipe all the glass away from the opening and then shoved it back on my foot before crawling inside.
 
   I had to suck in my gut and squeeze to push through, but finally my two feet settled on solid ground. I crunched through broken glass and activated the door opener. The helmet hanging over the scooter’s handlebars took some prodding, but I managed to jam it on my head. I wheeled it to face the right direction before hopping on. The Vespa started with a low purr. Murmuring a prayer, I shot out of the garage in a burst of speed.
 
   “Stop!” Jake’s voice called from my right. I spared only a moment’s glance, deliberately increased my speed, and zipped out into the street. “Cassidy, please wait!”
 
   My heart pounded double-time as wind whipped through my hair. I zig-zagged through the nearby streets and alleys in an attempt to keep Jake from following; ironic considering I’d learned the routine from him the night before. Once satisfied he wasn’t tailing me, I pointed the scooter southwest and kept it within the speed limit. Getting pulled over on a stolen vehicle would not be a good way to continue an already bad day.
 
   Hell, let’s just be honest: an already bad life.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I slammed the dryer door shut, juggling the spare clothes I kept inside before putting the jeans on. Slipping out of the Hello Kitty top, my eyes ran along the smooth expanse of my arms and I tossed the pajama shirt on the floor; and then froze when I realized something was wrong. The scars on my arms had vanished. Just like the men Jake had—disposed of. In the madness of the previous night and my rush to reach safety this morning, I hadn’t even noticed the scars’ absence, despite wearing atypical short sleeves. That said a lot for just how insane things had been. I always kept my arms covered.
 
   “Dio mio, you’re alive!”
 
   I shoved the long-sleeved t-shirt over my head and spun. A tiny woman with blue-gray curls framing dark eyes stood halfway inside the enclosed back porch. She broke into a spate of Italian too rapid for me to follow.
 
   “Good morning, Mrs. Castanelli.” I kept my voice calm, knowing the elderly drama queen would wind down once she’d finished praising her favorite saints for my safekeeping and not a moment sooner. She paused for breath, and I took advantage of the second’s worth of silence. “Please, come inside. I just brewed the Italian blend you gave me.”
 
   Her eyes lit with pleasure and she allowed me to usher her inside. I locked the backdoor behind me—something I normally didn’t bother doing—and urged her to the room’s single rickety chair.
 
   “Cassidy, bella, I am so glad to see you safe and sound! When I saw your face this morning, my heart nearly burst!”
 
   I set a chipped ceramic mug in front of her and took a sip from my own. The coffee did little to assuage the hunger raging through my body, but it would have to do. There was nothing else even remotely edible inside the little bungalow that was currently my home away from home. “Back up, Mrs. Castanelli. Why are you so surprised to see me?”
 
   She gestured to the tiny TV perched on the counter. “The morning news, Cassidy. They said you and your partner were killed in a fire last night. I just knew it couldn’t be true, so when I saw that scooter out front I had to come and see for myself.”
 
   I resisted the urge to switch the TV on and see if my face was still being broadcast.
 
   “I hope that nice man who stopped by wasn’t the partner who died in the fire.”
 
   My hand froze and the mug trembled mid-air. Nice man was often code on the Hill for one having Italian ancestry. I didn’t have any friends who fit that description. Hell, it had taken me months to earn Mrs. Castanelli’s trust enough that she’d been willing to become partners with me, someone of questionable ancestry. I’m sure she consoled herself with the fact that, as an orphan, I could have Italian heritage. If I’d had any friends who could have sped up that process I would have used them.
 
   “What man?”
 
   “The one who stopped by looking for you two days ago. Said he must have missed you at your condo, so he decided to check out your latest project. And how naughty of you that you didn’t tell me you were seeing such a nice man.”
 
   “I’m not—” I choked out. “—not seeing anyone. Nice or otherwise. What exactly did this man say?”
 
   Craggy eyes narrowed and she stiffened her back. “Do you mean to say that man lied to me? Was he the competition?”
 
   Her change of tack confused me. “Competition?”
 
   She waved her hand. “Yes, in the flopping business.”
 
   “Flipping,” I corrected weakly. “It’s called flipping.”
 
   “Whatever.” Her mouth widened. “Dio mio! Tell me he didn’t set the fire last night! I’ll never live with myself for telling that man anything about you if he’s the one who...”
 
   I reached out and squeezed her arm. She fell silent. “Mrs. Castanelli, I’m not entirely sure what’s going on myself, but it’s true that the fire last night was no accident. Someone killed my partner and left me for dead. The fact I survived is most definitely a—”
 
   “Miracle!” She bobbed her head emphatically.
 
   I hurried on before she could invoke her saints again. “Yes, a miracle.” I definitely preferred thinking that God had intervened on my behalf to believing Jake had been right. Just his name brought a wave of longing. I scowled. I barely knew the man and wasn’t sure I could trust him. Why on earth would I be missing him? “I need to ask you a favor. A big favor.”
 
   She drew herself up even straighter. “Anything, bella mia. You saved me when you asked me to find houses in this neighborhood to flop.” I didn’t bother to correct her again. Sometimes I thought she made the mistake on purpose. “Tell me what you need.”
 
   I sagged, gratitude bringing tears to my eyes. Forcing them back, I turned and emptied the dregs out of the coffee pot. “I need—I need to borrow some money. I hate to ask—”
 
   “Done, Cassidy, and not another word. Everything I have now is thanks to you. What else can I do to help?”
 
   “If anyone—even the police—show up to ask if you’ve seen me, please tell them you haven’t. Until I figure out who I can trust, nobody can know where I am. Or where I’ve been.”
 
   Her eyes grew troubled when I mentioned the police, but she simply nodded. “Done again. Where are you going to go, bella? What are you going to do?”
 
   I took a deep breath. “I wish I knew.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I hadn’t exaggerated when I told Mrs. Castanelli that I wasn’t sure who I could trust. Scenario one: Jake was trustworthy and had been right to keep me from waiting for the authorities to arrive. Scenario two: Jake was somehow involved and would be waiting for me to go to the authorities so he could rescue me again. Either way, I needed more information. Fortunately I made my living gathering information; well, part of my living. Paranormal investigation didn’t exactly pay a whole lot—thus the flopping.
 
   I ditched Rhianne’s scooter several blocks away from Saint Louis University, figuring it was far too distinctive to go unrecognized on campus. Pushing the bill of my red Cardinals cap as low as it would go, I shoved hands in my pockets and hiked the rest of the way to the library. True that I had precious few friends, but one of them couldn’t have been more perfect for the goal I had in mind. She had Master’s degrees in both library and computer science, and a PhD in the latter. I called her Queen of Geeks, a title she bore proudly.
 
   I drew up short at the gate barring entrance to the library. Damn. I’d forgotten I didn’t have any ID on me. Patting my pockets as if looking for my courtesy card, I made a frustrated sound and looked at the nearest worker. He smiled at my own rueful grin. “Forget your wallet?”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah, and I parked about a mile away. I just came by to talk to Si Si. Could you buzz her and let her know...her lab partner’s here?”
 
   He raised a brow, smile broadening. “Her lab partner?”
 
   “Yeah. Her much smarter lab partner. I got her through Advanced Bio and Chem.”
 
   “Dr. Cruz actually needed—and accepted—help?”
 
   My former lab partner had a bit of a reputation for being a dragon lady, and I didn’t mean that in a literal sense. “Yeah, scary thought, isn’t it?”
 
   He lowered his voice. “She’s in her office. Just go on up. In return, next time you stop by I want some dirt—I mean information—on how you saved Dr. Cruz’s ass.”
 
   We shared smirks and he buzzed me in. I jogged up to Si Si’s office, doing my best to look like any one of the dozens of other students milling about. Dressed in jeans, t-shirt, and sneakers, that wasn’t too hard to pull off. I jogged the last few steps to Si Si’s office. No doubt she’d seen the same reports Mrs. Castanelli had and would be happy to see me alive. A student stood in her doorway, chattering on about some computer program the library had recently installed. I waited as politely as I could, but at the third mention of RAM something or other, I cleared my throat rather unsubtly.
 
   The girl turned, looked me up and down, and tossed over her shoulder, “I’ll run the diagnostics you suggested and see if that clears things up.”
 
   “Call me if it doesn’t and I’ll take a look myself.”
 
   The student—grad student I amended when I noticed she looked closer to my age than Rhianne’s—brushed past me with a small smile. I must have tipped my face upward, because she stopped and stared.
 
   “Hey, aren’t you—”
 
   “Marie, how good to see you!” Si Si broke in with false cheer. “Come on in, I’ve been waiting.”
 
   I forced myself not to sneer when she used my middle name. She knew I hated it. “Sierra, darling!” I squealed, fighting fire with fire. Her eyes twitched but she kept the sugary sweet smile plastered across her face.
 
   Her advisee’s excitement faded. “Oh, guess not. See you later, Doc!”
 
   Si Si closed the door behind me, dropping all pretense of happiness and turning on me as if I were the Chihuahua who delighted in eating her very expensive, very pointy high heels. “What the hell are you doing here? And what the fuck’s going on, Cass? I’ve been going out of my mind worrying about you, and here you are safe and sound and—might I add—without a single scratch? If you had third-degree burns or broken hands that might explain your inability to pick up the phone and put me out of my misery!”
 
   Her curly black hair bounced more vigorously with each word and jab of her fist. Normally she drove me crazy when she talked—or, in this case, shouted—with her hands. This time, though, the sight soothed my emotions. Her anger only manifested white-hot when she really cared; the rest of the time she could freeze Eskimos with her ice queen routine.
 
   “Seece, calm down. You look like your mother right now.”
 
   She immediately smoothed the wrinkles marring her face and took several deep breaths. “I do not.”
 
   I grinned. “Okay, you don’t. Steam wasn’t coming out of your ears.”
 
   She smiled, grudgingly, then gave me a hard hug. “Sit your skinny ass down, gringa, and tell me why I shouldn’t kick it myself.” Skinny ass—only when compared to her gorgeous curves. Next to anyone else mine looked huge.
 
   “Someone killed me last night, Seece.”
 
   Her mouth opened and closed several times: the nearest I’d seen her to speechless in a long, long time. Finally she managed, “You mean tried to kill you.”
 
   “That’s what I originally thought.” I hesitated, then pushed the sleeves of my t-shirt up. “But now I’m not so sure.”
 
   Si Si’s eyes zeroed in on my bare arms and she swallowed. “My God, Cass. Your scars. They’re...gone.”
 
   “My sentiment exactly. It’s like someone plucked me up and threw me inside my worst nightmare. Only I don’t think I’m dreaming.”
 
   She reached out and pinched my arm lightly. “Nope, you’re not dreaming.”
 
   “Hardy har, Sherlock.”
 
   “Hey, you walked right into that.” Humor faded, replaced by growing concern. “Does this have anything to do with that woman asking questions about you last week?”
 
   “What the—” I straightened in my chair. “What woman?”
 
   Si Si frowned, biting her lip. “Said she was doing a background check on you for a security clearance you applied for. Knew everything about you, Cass. Your educational background, the specifics of your job with MSPI. Hell, she knew what brand of toilet paper you preferred.”
 
   “Only problem is I haven’t applied for any security clearances. Fuck. How many people do they have following me around, anyway?”
 
   “They?”
 
   I shrugged each shoulder, palms raised upward. “I don’t know who they are, or I’d tell you. Last night they broke into our investigation at the warehouse, armed with enough firepower to make a Navy SEAL drool. They started talking a whole bunch of mumbo jumbo magic shit, accused me of being some fire-breathing bird out of mythology, and proceeded to set the place on fire.”
 
   She blinked. “They called you a Phoenix?”
 
   She verbally capitalized the word, just like good ole Mr. Psycho.
 
   “Yeah; called me a Phoenix and said something about a Dragon following me around.” I narrowed my eyes. “Any of this ringing a bell?”
 
   She pushed to her feet and stalked across the space next to her desk. “Well hell, Cass, this is even worse than I thought.”
 
   I refrained from asking how things could possibly be worse than when she thought I might have been dead.
 
   “Sounds like the Society’s after you.” She scowled. “Guess my Lopez cousins aren’t complete locos after all.”
 
   “You mean the cousins your mother forbids anyone to speak about?”
 
   Si Si blew out a breath, leaning back against the wall. “The one and only.”
 
   “The cousins who belong to the fruit loopy cult?” My eyes widened. “The Society?”
 
   She nodded. “Also known as the Society of the Sacred Star. A nondenominational group of fanatics whose sole mission in life is to wipe out anyone they suspect of using magic. Real magic, that is. They believe certain people have the ability to work with the four elements.”
 
   I licked my lips. “Phoenixes working Fire and Dragons working Earth?”
 
   “Right again.”
 
   That cleared up what happened to the dead men the night before. They hadn’t vanished into thin air—they’d been swallowed whole by the earth. I shivered, remembering how grimly matter-of-fact Jake had been during the crisis; right before he killed two men. Get over it, Cass. They weren’t exactly innocents, and they tried to kill him first! But somehow, the fact they’d attacked him with guns rather than—whatever he used—disturbed me so much less.
 
   “So you think these people hunting me belong to the same cult as your cousins?”
 
   “It fits.” She gestured to my arms. “And obviously there must be something to the whole elemental magic thing. Scars that bad don’t just...disappear.”
 
   “Good point.” I rubbed both hands along my arms. “There’s something else I didn’t tell you. The Dragon they mentioned was following me. He waltzed into the fire, whisked me into his arms like Fabio on a romance cover, and saved me. He killed two men doing it.”
 
   She frowned. “Does that mean the authorities will be after him for murder?”
 
   I shook my head. “No. I doubt they find the bodies any time soon.”
 
   “Oh. So where is this knight in shining armor, anyway?”
 
   “You mean Dragon?” I made a face. “He took me back to his house after doing enough loop-de-loops through downtown to make a fighter pilot dizzy. Introduced me to his mother and sister. The mother’s a bear, but the sister seemed nice enough. Anyway, heard them talking about me this morning and I...well...they scared me so I—stole her scooter and ran.”
 
   Amusement flashed through Si Si’s eyes. “You’re kidding. You, little miss perfect, actually stole someone’s ride? And you ran away from the guy who saved your life?” She shook her head. “Only you, Cass. Any time things get the slightest bit interesting—or some sexy man enters your life—you run right the other way.”
 
   I shoved my hands in my pockets. “How would you know whether he’s sexy or not?”
 
   “By the look in your eyes when you talk about him.” She smirked, crossing back to the desk and cuffing me on the shoulder. “Listen, I’ve got someone special in my life I haven’t told anyone about.” She held up a hand when I opened my mouth. “Not even my sister, so hush. I think he might be able to help you decide whether or not you can trust your Dragon.”
 
   “He’s not my Dragon!”
 
   “You know what they say about the lady protesting too much.” She waved her hand. “That’s not important. Do you want help or not?”
 
   I bit my lip. “What makes you so sure this new flame of yours can help me?”
 
   “Because—he’s a Dragon, too.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
   Unease settled in the pit of my stomach as we waited in the penthouse apartment. I tapped both feet on the plush carpet while Si Si reclined on the expensive leather sofa as if she had been born to wealth: which she had.
 
   The housekeeper bustled into the living room, setting a tray of coffee and pastries on the end table between us. “Mr. Garcia will be with you shortly.”
 
   “Thank you, Laura,” Si Si replied, then turned to me. “Sheesh, Cass, you’re eyeballing those pastries like they might walk away any minute.”
 
   My stomach growled as if on cue. “Hey, dying takes a lot out of a girl, all right? And I haven’t eaten since Mrs. Castanelli overloaded me on cappuccino and cannoli this morning.” I grabbed the largest pastry and wolfed down half of it in two large bites.
 
   “No wonder you’re so jittery. You OD’ed on caffeine and sugar.”
 
   I paused before finishing the rest of the overly-sweet Danish. “That’s only partly it. Look, Seece, don’t take this the wrong way but...how well do you know this guy?”
 
   “Dorian and I go back, Cass. We met when you and I were seniors. Right before you and Keith...”
 
   She met my suddenly clenched teeth with a stricken gaze. “Oh, sweetie, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”
 
   “Forget it.” I swallowed the rest of the Danish, though it sat in my stomach like a lump. “If you’ve known him that long, how come I’m just now hearing about him?”
 
   She flushed. “Well...He was an adjunct professor teaching one of my comp sci classes and things just sort of...happened. We broke up not too long after you and Keith got together. You were so happy I didn’t want to bother you with my own misery. And I didn’t want to endanger his career. We split up when he took a job at an out-of-state university.”
 
   “And fast forward to today,” I prompted.
 
   “Not too long ago he accepted another job at Wash U. As Dean of Something or Other.”
 
   I glanced around. “Pretty nice digs, for a professor.”
 
   “Oh, Dorian comes from money.”
 
   “Just like you.”
 
   Si Si shrugged her shoulders carelessly. “Yeah, just like me. Though he’s on much better terms with his family and actually has access to his trust fund.”
 
   “So how did you find out about—”
 
   “My not-so-little secret?” an amused masculine voice interrupted.
 
   I sat up straight in the leather armchair and glanced up. “Dorian, I presume?”
 
   A man with precisely-cut black hair, dark eyes, and a hawkish nose smiled down at me. His features were a bit too sharp for handsome, but he definitely made a striking figure in his perfectly-tailored black slacks and sky-blue cashmere sweater. And his voice sent shivers down my spine. Deep, cultured, with just the slightest hint of a Spanish accent.
 
   Si Si jumped to her feet and hugged him, stepping back to grin at me. “The one and only. Dorian, this is the college friend you’ve heard me talk about so much. Cass.”
 
   His eyes instantly grew more alert. “Cassidy Grant?”
 
   My earlier disquiet increased. Something about the way he said my name just seemed too eager. I forced myself to sound calm when I replied. “The one and only.”
 
   Dorian leaned down and kissed me on each cheek. “I’ve heard so much about you, both when Sierra and I first met, and again these past few weeks. She never told me just how lovely you are, however.”
 
   Another girl might have fallen for his dark good looks and boyish charm. Someone whose life hadn’t taken a giant leap into the realm of the impossible. I deflected his compliment by arching a brow at Si Si. “Sierra?” My voice rose on the second syllable with a mocking lilt.
 
   “Ahh, well.” She shrugged, linking her arm with his. “When he says my name in that delicious voice of his, how can I protest? Besides, he couldn’t remind me of my mother if he tried.”
 
   Dorian squeezed Si Si’s arm, stepping away from her and closer to me. “To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?”
 
   Something about him set off my BS detector. “Not a big news watcher, are you Dorian?”
 
   “Cassidy!” Si Si frowned at the undertone in my voice.
 
   Dorian’s feathers remained unruffled. “Alas, I am not. Too depressing these days. Too violent. Wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   The knowing gleam in his eyes troubled me. Get a grip, Cass. If he knew anything about last night he would have reacted much differently.
 
   “Dorian, Cass is in a bit of a bind...”
 
   “Yes, you did mention that she has an affinity for...heat.” His eyes slanted slightly and he purred the last few words. “Tell me how I can help.”
 
   Warm breath teased my skin, raising gooseflesh. Languor spread across me. I wet my lips, leaning forward, wanting to get as close to this devastatingly sexy man as I could. Wanting to please him in any way possible. In every way possible.
 
   “I—someone tried to kill me last night. The Dragon said they actually did kill me.”
 
   His eyes grew more alert. “Dragon? Which one?”
 
   God, his voice was so incredible. Mesmerizing. “Ahh, Jake. Jacob Zi.” A flicker of recognition passed through his eyes. “He saved me from the fire, and the men left outside to finish me off. Fed me when I got a case of mutant hunger. But I didn’t want to believe him when he tried to tell me...”
 
   “Tell you what you were? What you are?” He leaned down and caressed my arm.
 
   “Y...yes.”
 
   “Dorian?” Si Si asked uncertainly.
 
   “Be still, Sierra,” he responded in an absent tone of voice. “Silent.”
 
   “Still,” she murmured. “Silent.”
 
   And she was.
 
   Well, of course she is. Why wouldn’t you do everything this man wants you to do? It’s only right. That thought struck a sour chord deep inside. I struggled against the fuzzy warmth spreading throughout my body, but his hand met the bare skin of my neck and the urge to fight faded.
 
   “Tell me exactly what happened last night. From the time you got to the warehouse until you left.”
 
   I told him about the preparations Keith and I made for our investigation, about the men who burst in with guns, and my subsequent rescue.
 
   “This Dragon. Where did he take you, and who was there?”
 
   “To his house near SLU. He has a younger sister, Rhianne. His mother was there briefly, but I didn’t catch her name. I didn’t like her very much.”
 
   He reached down and drew me to my feet, slipping the cap off my head. His hands ran through my hair, sending shivers across my entire body. “What’s so special about you, sweet Cassidy? Other than your oh-so-pretty face and delectable curves?”
 
   “Hmm?” Focusing on his questions was becoming impossible.
 
   Dorian pulled me close, settling those curves against the firmer planes of his own body. “Put your arms around me, bellisima. There, that’s better. Now then. Why would the Stalkers go to all that trouble to kill you, then give you the opportunity to rise from your ashes and merely try to capture you?”
 
   “I—Stalkers?”
 
   “Yes. The men who attacked you. That’s what we call them.” He brushed tiny kisses along my forehead.
 
   I shuddered, fighting to follow the thread of conversation. “We?”
 
   “We Elementals. That’s what you are. What we are.”
 
   Elementals. Yes, that word made sense. Assuming one bought into the whole mumbo jumbo angle.
 
   But it must be true, if he believes in it.
 
   His kisses turned harder. Faster. His lips touched my own, and he thrust his tongue inside my mouth. Languor faded, only to be replaced by a firestorm fanning out from his body to mine. The sensations he evoked terrified me at the same time they enticed.
 
   He pulled away slightly. “What am I going to do with you, little Phoenix?”
 
   A soft noise sounded nearby, but his eyes mesmerized me. “I—don’t understand.”
 
   “I can’t let you run back to this Dragon before I know exactly why the Stalkers want you so badly. And I can’t let them get control of you when that could jeopardize my own plans. Looks like I may have to keep you myself.” His hands tightened on my arms and he pressed me even more tightly against him. “Not that keeping you would be any great chore.”
 
   A floorboard squeaked behind him. “Over my dead body,” a familiar voice gritted out.
 
   Dorian twisted me around, slamming my back against his front, and spun us both in the opposite direction. Jake stood between an eerily motionless Si Si and us, hands raised in the same gesture he’d used against the gunmen last night.
 
   “Jake?” I shook my head, trying to clear the mental cobwebs. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Yes, Jake, what are you doing here?” Dorian asked in a voice without the slightest hint of its former charm.
 
   “I’m here to claim what’s mine. You would be wise to remember that, Garcia. Now get your fucking hands off her.”
 
   Dorian’s hands locked around my wrists hard enough to make me wince. “I think I’ll keep them where they are, for now.”
 
   Jake’s eyes narrowed to slits of green. I recognized the expression sweeping across his face. He looked just like he had right before he killed our attackers outside the warehouse. As the fog lifted from my mind, I realized just how similarly I was situated to the night before.
 
   “He said get your fucking hands off,” I growled, jamming my heel onto Dorian’s foot with every ounce of strength I possessed.
 
   “Mierda!”
 
   He swayed, losing his grip on me. I scurried several feet away, but not in the same direction as Jake. His timely appearance to rescue me from trouble—not just once, but twice in as many days—seemed a little too convenient. Jake flicked a glance in my direction, lips tightening, but let the distance between us go unremarked.
 
   Dorian, on the other hand, did not. His eyes glittered as he looked from Jake to me, and then back again. “Seems she is not quite so much yours as you would like to believe.”
 
   Jake scowled. “Yeah, well, at least I don’t have to spell her into submission so I can touch her.”
 
   I stiffened. That explained the whole cat in heat routine. Guess this means I have to admit that Jake may have been telling the truth after all. I swallowed. I am a Phoenix.
 
   “The next time you think about touching me—physically or otherwise—don’t.” I kept my voice deceptively calm. Only Si Si, still trapped in Lala Land, would have known just how far from calm I really was. “Next time it won’t be your foot I smash.”
 
   Dorian’s eyes narrowed. “So, the Phoenix has some fire to her after all.” His attention focused on Jake once more. “I see the rumors of your demise were somewhat premature.”
 
   Jake’s lips twisted in an unpleasant smile. “That’s the problem with rumors, Garcia. They prove too often untrue.”
 
   The other man’s glance shifted from Jake to me once more. “Ahhh, I see the attraction the little Phoenix holds for you, at least. You think to make her Beholden.”
 
   There was that word again. Beholden. I would have to ask Jake what it meant later; assuming I didn’t beat him to a bloody pulp first.
 
   “I can’t make her anything, Garcia. That’s something you never figured out. Tell me: just how is Bianca?”
 
   A nasty smile crossed Dorian’s lips. “In the same shape as your brother, I would imagine.”
 
   Jake’s fists clenched. “Jesus. This one didn’t even make seven years? You’re getting sloppy, rich boy.”
 
   “Bianca was just like all the others; a toy to be used until something better came along. Although this one...” He shot a challenging look in my direction. “She might be worth keeping.”
 
   Jake took a step forward, eyes narrowed once more. “Like I said earlier, over my dead body.”
 
   “That can be arranged.”
 
   The floor trembled violently. I widened my stance to keep from falling. Si Si, on the other hand, fell to her knees—and stayed there.
 
   “Enough!” I staggered across the floor and threaded my arms through hers. My eyes zeroed in on Dorian. “You. Release her. Now.” I turned my head toward Jake. “You. Knock off the tremors. Now.”
 
   Miraculously, they both obeyed. The ground grew still and Si Si’s eyes lost their wide stare of blankness. “C—Cass? What’s going on?”
 
   “Shh. Later.” Jake offered an arm to help her up, and she accepted. Her eyes asked a thousand questions, but she held her tongue.
 
   “Thank you for your offer of hospitality, Dorian,” I said in a too-sweet drawl. “I’m afraid I’ll have to decline for now; seems I already have appropriate accommodations.” Jake’s eyes snapped with triumph. “Until something better comes along,” I finished, wiping away the smugness.
 
   Dorian stepped forward, arms held out to Si Si. “Sierra, darling, come here.”
 
   “I don’t think so.” I nudged her behind Jake and me. “Any man who would use magic on a woman to control her is so not worth the drama.”
 
   The tiny lines around his mouth deepened. “I believe Sierra can make her own decisions.”
 
   I tilted my head, arching a brow. “Seece?”
 
   She pushed away from us sharply and smiled in Dorian’s direction. I prepared to launch myself at the bastard. “I am perfectly capable of making my own decisions. Darling, don’t call me, because I certainly won't be calling you.”
 
   Dorian snarled a curse, arms snapping back and forth too quick for me to react. Jake, on the other hand, intercepted the blow meant to connect with his face. In another dizzying motion, he twisted Dorian’s arm until the sickening crack of bones breaking filled the air.
 
   The ground rumbled again. “Shit.” I pushed Si Si toward the foyer. “Get out, now!” I ordered. She protested, but I shoved her harder. “Hello, only human in the room?” That got her moving faster. I turned back toward the men. Fists and grunts flew. Dorian’s broken arm bent farther and farther back as he used it to pummel Jake. Blood and bones protruded, but still he showed not the slightest hint of pain.
 
   Now that’s just freaky.
 
   For a moment, a sense of helplessness overwhelmed me. My gaze swept around the room, searching for some way to cool off the testosterone overdose. A large vase of flowers on a nearby table caught my eye. Well, boys, I thought grimly. If you’re going to act like dogs fighting over a bone...I dumped the flowers on the table, marched to the writhing pile of limbs, and upended the contents on their heads. Arms and legs grew still and curses took their place. They turned on me, all angry eyes and clenched fists, with water dripping from their hair and onto the expensive carpet, looking so much like bedraggled puppies I couldn’t help it.
 
   I laughed.
 
   Their expressions grew more thunderous, and so did my laughter. When I finally managed to catch my breath, they looked ready to pummel me instead of each other, which was a slight improvement. Then I remembered what Dorian had done, and I was no longer amused. “Stay away from us, Dorian. If I find out you’ve been messing around with Si Si again...”
 
   “You’ll what?” he scoffed, brushing droplets of water from his hair.
 
   My voice was completely emotionless when I replied. “I’ll tell your nice new employers at Wash U all about your predilection for screwing students. I have a few close, personal friends on the Board.”
 
   “And if that doesn’t work,” Jake added with another smile that wasn’t really. “I’ll tell Liam just who it was that stole away Bianca.”
 
   Dorian went ghostly white. Undoubtedly more from Jake’s threat, than mine. Liam: the man who would tear my heart out if he got the chance. He was starting to sound like my kind of guy.
 
   “Stay away from both of them, Garcia.”
 
   I allowed Jake to prod me through the foyer and out the door much as I had with Si Si. She was holding the private elevator, tension loosening from her body when she saw me step outside the apartment. Jake slammed the door behind him. The hairs on the back of my neck raised when he motioned and—something—seemed to vibrate in the air.
 
   “That should hold him long enough for us to get out,” he said. “Now hustle.”
 
   We didn’t argue. Jake stepped out into the parking garage ahead of us, eyes sweeping the area for any signs of trouble. He must have seen nothing to concern him, because he herded us to the sports car waiting at the far end of the garage. Rhianne waved from the driver’s seat as we approached.
 
   “Hey, Cass.”
 
   I blinked. She didn’t sound the least bit upset I’d stolen her Vespa. “Hey, Rhianne.”
 
   “No time for introductions.” Jake nudged us into the back of the car. “The Vulture’s back in town, Rhi.”
 
   Easygoing cheer turned into tight-lipped anger. “Is that so?”
 
   He nodded, hopping into the passenger seat. “I don’t know how the hell he found out, but he was sniffing around Cass.”
 
   “He wasn’t sniffing around—” I started to protest, then paused. “Okay, maybe he was.”
 
   Rhianne zipped toward the garage exit with only slightly less recklessness than her brother would have shown. I glanced at Si Si, who looked ready to spit nails at any moment. Still, the fact she had automatically sided with me rather than her lover made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. I’d once had friends who would have chosen otherwise; one of the reasons I didn’t have many friends.
 
   Once we made it out of the garage and several blocks away, I allowed myself to relax. I turned to Si Si. “You all right?”
 
   She pushed a strand of hair out of her face, then huffed when the wind blew it back again. “Let’s see. I just found out the man I fancied myself in love with was using magic to infatuate me. He used said magic to try and seduce my best friend, and then he attacked us both with magic because we told him to go to hell. Yeah, I’m just fine.”
 
   Her voice rippled with fire rather than ice. Oh hell. She really did love that bastard.
 
   Jake glanced over his shoulder. “Either of you care to tell me just what the hell you were doing with Dorian Garcia?”
 
   Si Si straightened in her seat, tightening her hands in her lap. “When Cass told me what happened, I thought he might be able to help her decide...” Her voice trailed away.
 
   “Decide what?”
 
   She looked at me, but I shrugged so she went ahead. “Decide whether or not she could trust you.”
 
   He barked out a laugh. “Now that’s rich. You went to the Vulture to see if I could be trusted.”
 
   “You’re never going to live that one down,” Rhianne said with much more amusement. “Especially once Liam hears.”
 
   Jake’s expression went stony. “Which he won’t, unless someone here opens her big fat mouth.”
 
   Rhianne merely grinned, whipped a hard right turn, and increased her speed.
 
   He returned his attention to the back seat. “And you hooked up with Garcia exactly when?”
 
   Si Si met his suspicious glare with one of her own. “About eight years ago, when Cass and I were seniors at SLU. He was...one of my professors.”
 
   Jake’s suspicion faded slightly. “Sounds like something he would do.” He drew up straight, eyes boring into hers. “Did he know you and Cass were friends back then?”
 
   “I don’t—probably. I’m sure I talked about her.”
 
   “Did he ask you questions about her?”
 
   “Why would you ask th...” Her eyes widened and she bit her lip. “Oh hell.”
 
   Rhianne and Jake shared a silent glance up front. Annoyance bubbled. “Did I miss something?”
 
   Si Si rubbed her forehead wearily. “He set me up, Cass.”
 
   “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “The bastard seduced me so he could keep tabs on you.”
 
   I folded my arms across my chest. “That doesn’t make any sense. You heard him back there: he wanted to know what was so special about me. Why would he go to all that trouble if he didn’t know...”
 
   My eyes narrowed and I leaned forward. “You,” I growled at Jake. “You led him to me, just like the psychos last night.”
 
   Jake shrugged his shoulders. “Hey, I’m innocent of that one. Garcia is the last man I would bring around any woman of mine.” I rolled my eyes at the mine. “Besides, I wasn’t drawn to you until recently.”
 
   “Drawn to me?” I shook my head. “Never mind that for now. If you didn’t tip him off, then who did?”
 
   Rhianne glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “Someone else close to you. Someone who knew what you were.”
 
   I raised both hands in frustration. “How could someone else know when I didn’t?”
 
   She tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. “There are ways.”
 
   “You mean like whatever way your brother used?”
 
   Jake opened his mouth, but Si Si interrupted. “What I want to know is how I keep that bastard out of my mind.”
 
   I winced.
 
   “It’s like I was a passenger in my own body back there. He told me to do things, and I just did them, even when I didn’t want to.” She glared at Jake. “Can you all just do that?”
 
   Jake’s body stiffened. “No, we can’t; or at least, we won’t. Compelling someone to act against their wishes is forbidden. It’s also bloody difficult. It takes months, if not years, of manipulating the target, both emotionally and magically, and the person has to want to please the Elemental for it to have even a shot of...” His voice trailed off at Si Si’s muffled curse.
 
   I patted her on the shoulder, but she pointedly looked anywhere but at me. “Is there a way to stop him from manipulating me again?”
 
   Jake and Rhianne shared a look. “There is, but it will take a lot of time and effort—and more than just the two of us to break.”
 
   I cleared my throat loudly.
 
   He shot a look of apology over his shoulder. “More than just the three of us. In the meantime, our best bet is to keep you away from him completely.”
 
   Si Si shifted in the seat beside me. “I think someone’s following us.”
 
   I started to turn around but Jake’s hoarse, “Stop!” cut me off. He grinned suddenly, that lopsided smile that had taken my breath away once already. Make that twice.
 
   “Act naturally.” He glanced from me to Sierra.
 
   Easy for him to say since he was used to playing 007.
 
   “Dark blue Oldsmobile three cars back.” He directed that last to Rhianne.
 
   She nodded, a grim smile flicking across her face. “Good thing you’re both already buckled in,” she drawled. “The ride’s about to get a little bumpy.”
 
   We reached a traffic light closer to red than yellow. She slowed down as if stopping but then sped through the intersection at the last possible moment. I couldn’t help looking over my shoulder. The Oldsmobile, stuck behind two cars and blocked on the other side, had no choice but to stop; or so any sane person would assume. The Olds suddenly veered onto the sidewalk, tires squealing and pedestrians screaming as they scurried out of the path of the projectile barreling down on them.
 
   “Holy shit!” I yelped. “That driver’s crazier than your brother.”
 
   “Hold on tight.” Rhianne jammed the accelerator, zipping in and out of traffic until she reached the next intersection. She spun the steering wheel hard, taking the turn so fast she nearly brought the car up on two tires. The seatbelt dug into my flesh when I slammed against the side of the car.
 
   “He’s catching up,” Si Si warned, hands and feet braced so she wouldn’t slide around so much. Good idea.
 
   “Fuck,” Jake muttered, smacking the center console. “No way his piece of shit Olds should be able to keep up with my baby.”
 
   Rhianne made another sharp turn, eyes focused on the street ahead. Her eyes snapped with glee and her voice sounded insanely cheerful when she replied, “They’ve obviously souped it up, brother dear. The engine of a badass car in the body of something much uglier. Kinda like you.”
 
   He smacked her shoulder lightly, head moving in all directions while he tried to find an escape route, but a growl of frustration indicated he wasn’t finding what he wanted.
 
   Something up ahead caught my eye. “Hey. Do your super powers extend to controlling cement?”
 
   His head snapped around. “I can manipulate anything made of mostly natural ingredients. Why?”
 
   I pointed. “See the cement mixer on the next block? What if it had a little spill right after we pass it?”
 
   He grinned again. “I like the way you think. Rhi, slow down.” She complied, and the Oldsmobile gained several more car lengths; any moment now its bumper would touch our own.
 
   Jake waited until we were less than a dozen feet away from the truck. “Speed up!”
 
   The rotating drum tilted at an impossible angle, spout aimed straight at the street—straight at us for one tense moment. Then we shot past and a stream of cement poured into the street behind us. Jake grunted and the stream became a flood, forming a liquefied mountain in far less time than should have been possible. The Oldsmobile swerved in an attempt to avoid the obstacle, but just when it looked like it might miss the muck, all four tires jerked to the right and the car rammed into the concrete.
 
   “Nice work!” Si Si clapped. Rhianne laughed, applied her lead foot to the gas once more, and headed toward the nearest freeway.
 
   “Nice idea,” Jake corrected, eyes meeting mine once more. “Very nice.” The approval in both voice and expression caused heat to pool in my stomach.
 
   When Rhianne headed east instead of west, I straightened in my seat. “Hey, where you going?”
 
   She slid a glance at her brother out of the corner of her eyes. “We’re taking you someplace safe, where the Stalkers can’t find you—or Garcia.”
 
   Si Si and I shared our own look and needed no words to know we were on the same page. “I don’t think so,” we announced in unison.
 
   Jake turned around. “Don’t be stupid.” He pointed at me. “No way in hell you can go home. The police think you’re dead so your place is probably roped off, not to mention it’s the first place the Stalkers will look.” He gestured at Si Si. “And you. Dorian’s a jackass and he linked you to Cass with no problem. The Stalkers could easily do the same, especially if he’s made some sort of deal with them.”
 
   Si Si crossed her arms over her chest, assuming the mutinous expression that drove her mother, sister, and five brothers crazy. “I have a seminar to teach starting tomorrow. I can’t miss it. I’ve muddled along on my own this long; I think I can make it a little longer.”
 
   Not to be outdone, I put my own foot down. “There are things I need from my condo: birth certificate and Social Security card so I can get new ID; my passport; personal items like clean underwear and shoes that fit!”
 
   Rhianne snickered but focused on driving. Jake’s frown grew darker. “All of that can be replaced. I’m sorry, sweetheart, but your old ID is going to be of no use to you in your new life.”
 
   I froze. “What do you mean, my new life?”
 
   “You can’t go back now or ever. If you do, they’ll find you—and kill you.”
 
   My fingers tightened on my seatbelt. “They already did that once and things turned out just fine.”
 
   “Yeah, because I showed up in time to save your ass. Believe me when I say there are worse things than death.”
 
   He and Rhianne shared another wordless look. I narrowed my eyes, but decided to concede his point, for the moment, anyway. “Fine, I’ll avoid my condo and stay away from work, but I’m not leaving St. Louis.”
 
   “Me, neither,” Si Si chimed in. “Besides, if they think Cass is dead they have no reason to track me down. I’ll be safe as long as I'm not with her.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.” I rolled my eyes.
 
   She shot me a slightly apologetic look. “Sorry, Cass. But I can’t just disappear without a trace; I have too many family members and friends counting on me. Not to mention Choo Choo.” The overgrown rat who was a high heel connoisseur.
 
   A pang shot through me. And I have no one, not even a ball of fluff. No one but Mrs. Castanelli and Si Si, both of whom would be safer without me.
 
   Jake looked like he was going to argue, but Rhianne touched him on the arm. “You can’t choose their paths for them anymore than the clan can choose ours.”
 
   He tensed but then relaxed. “Fine. We’ll go back to our place tonight and make our plan of attack tomorrow; but security will be handled my way, or I’ll lock you both in the attic.”
 
   Si Si and I winked at each other. If he thought he could hold either of us back once we set our minds on something, he was in for a rude surprise. But we’d let him hold onto his illusions for now.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
   Hands snaked around my waist the next morning, steadying me before I could fall. I stared at a deep blue t-shirt and tried to catch my breath. My gaze traveled upward and encountered an amused pair of jade green eyes. Dragon’s eyes. The ability to think seemed to slow as I stared at his face, memorizing the compelling planes and angles. While not the best-looking I’d ever seen, something about it demanded my attention.
 
   I ran hands through my sleep-tangled hair and struggled for nonchalance. “Where’s Seece?”
 
   “Using my shower.” Jake shook his head. “Somehow she talked me into taking her to that seminar.”
 
   A grin flashed across my face. “Now there’s a surprise.” I tried to hide a smirk.
 
   Jake loosened his grip on my waist. “Yeah, well, you’d think I’d be used to women running the show by now.” He began sketching circles along my back with deft fingers as his expression grew serious. “Care to tell me what happened yesterday? Where were you going?”
 
   “Away,” I replied, fighting to concentrate. Damn, his hands felt good. Better than good, if I were honest with myself.
 
   “Aren’t you a little old to be running away?”
 
   His joking tone broke through the sensual haze. I pushed against his chest and stepped back, breaking away from his amazing hands. “Maybe. But look at it from my perspective. Some strange man rescues me from a fire, kills two people right in front of me, and brings me to his house where I hear his sister talk about killing me. Was I just supposed to trust you?”
 
   He blinked, all amusement fading away. “I’m more trustworthy than that weasel I found you playing kissy-face with. That’s twice in two days I’ve saved your ass. Thank God I’ve been keeping such close watch on you the past few days.”
 
   I tightened my lips at the reminder of the men who had murdered Keith. Something the head asshole said came back to me. “We’ve been watching you for years, Ms. Grant...Some of us became convinced they were simply trying to cover up wrongdoing on their own part. Until the Dragon appeared.”
 
   “It’s your fault,” I whispered, taking another step backward.
 
   He blinked. “What?”
 
   My voice grew more shrill. “It’s your fault Keith’s dead. They would have left me alone if you hadn’t started stalking me.”
 
   “That’s absurd. They’ve had their eyes on you for years, far longer than we have. Besides, I wasn’t stalking you—I was looking out for you. Waiting for the right time to approach you about what you are.”
 
   “What I am is pissed off. Pissed off with them for murdering my partner and pissed off with you for causing the whole damn thing.”
 
   He stepped toward me, hands jerking free from his pockets. “They would have killed you sooner or later, sweetheart, because that's what they damned well do; and luckily I was there to pull your ass out of the fire, because if they find out you’re still alive, they’ll come back to finish the job. Which means you’ll be dead—permanently.”
 
   “Well forgive me if I don’t wax poetic with gratitude, hero boy. I would be enjoying my nice, normal, sane life right now if it weren’t for you!”
 
   “If you’d stop yelling at me long enough to explain—”
 
   “I’m not yelling at you!” I yelled. “And I don’t want to hear any explanations—”
 
   He cursed, closing the distance between us with disturbing speed and wrapping his arms around me once more. “Fine with me if you don’t want to listen,” he growled. His lips crushed down on mine, teeth nibbling as if seeking entry. I gasped. He took advantage of the slight opening to plunge his tongue inside. Liquid fire cascaded from his mouth to mine, spreading warmth from head to belly, and then even lower. My arms went around his neck—reflexively, I tried to tell myself. Not to pull him closer.
 
   Liar, my conscience whispered.
 
   I ignored the inner voice in favor of thrusting my own tongue inside his mouth. He tasted of cinnamon and coffee, an oddly sexy combination. He smelled earthy, a raw mixture of sweat and aftershave I found irresistible. My hands fisted in his shaggy black hair, tugging in rhythm to his tongue circling mine. The urge to move my hands from hair to shirt and rip it off took my breath away with its intensity.
 
   His hands roamed along my back, leaving a trail of sheer sensation that took my breath away. It became hard to remember that the kiss had started out in anger when undeniable desire was sweeping us both along in a tidal wave. Those magic hands began inching from my back to the front and I moaned, wanting him to snatch off my shirt every bit as much as I’d wanted to remove his. I'd never felt this crazed with anyone, not even Keith. Normally, it took me weeks to warm up to someone enough to even consider getting naked with them.
 
   That sent a thousand alarms clanging inside my head. What the hell are you doing?
 
   I bit down on his tongue and shoved against his chest, catching him off guard. He grunted in pain.
 
   “Keep your hands off me,” I growled, stalking several feet away. “You’re no better than Dorian, manhandling me like that.”
 
   Jake clenched his hands and held his body stiff. “I am nothing like that manipulative bastard. That you even say that...” He stomped to the basement stairs, pausing to throw one last parting shot over his shoulder. “Don’t worry, I won’t touch you again—not until you beg me to.”
 
   Ha. Fat chance of that happening. I’d never wanted someone so much I was willing to beg, and I couldn’t picture that changing any time soon.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “So, what do you think?” Rhianne stepped back a few hours later and spun me around.
 
   I stared in the mirror, mouth dropping open at the reflection revealed. Auburn curls cascaded just past my shoulders, brilliant red highlights spaced at irregular intervals. My boring blue eyes now shone a deep emerald green. The planes and angles of my face had been enhanced with expertly-applied cosmetics; Rhianne had slathered on cream and bronzer, blush, eye shadow, and mascara until I’d been sure I would come out looking like a floozy. Nothing further from the truth, however: I looked like a model—or maybe a movie star. Definitely not like myself.
 
   Which is the point.
 
   I reached a hand up to touch a curl, tugging it down and then letting it bounce back into shape. Leaning forward, I squinted and admired the deep brown and coral eye shadow that made “my” green eyes shine even brighter. Okay, so the green eyes were courtesy of non-prescription contacts rather than natural. I still looked drop-dead gorgeous; something I hadn't really allowed myself the chance to feel since long before I broke things off with Keith.
 
   “Amazing,” I finally marveled.
 
   Rhianne leaned on the bathroom counter. “You look hot. Totally hot.”
 
   “Totally?” I grinned.
 
   “Totally,” she repeated, oblivious to my teasing tone. “You could pass for my age.”
 
   A laugh burst from my lips. “Your age? As opposed to my ripe old 29?”
 
   She winked. “Sounds pretty old compared to 20.”
 
   I tapped the marble countertop. “And what about Jake?” Keeping my tone neutral took some effort. I still hadn’t completely forgiven him for that morning’s argument; not to mention the kiss that had affected me like a sucker punch to the gut.
 
   She hesitated. I tilted my head. “Don’t worry. I already know he has to be older than 50.”
 
   “75,” she admitted, twisting the cap back onto a tube of mascara. “Don’t worry, though. That’s like 5 in Elemental years.” She bit back a grin.
 
   I’ve been lusting after a 75-year-old? Ew!
 
   Aloud, I said, “Somehow 5 doesn’t sound much better.”
 
   “I guess not.” She nodded toward the mirror. “Do you really like it?” A hint of uncertainty shadowed her usual confident demeanor.
 
   “Are you kidding? You made me look like a beauty queen without the tiara.”
 
   She perked up. “Hey, I have a couple of those if you want one.”
 
   My lips twisted. “Why am I not surprised?” After one more glance into the mirror—Vanity! Thy name is Cassidy—I followed Rhianne from her bathroom to the main floor. We were currently the only two in the rambling house.
 
   “On the plus side, no more putting up with dumb blonde jokes. You have no idea how annoying that is in my line of work.” I paused to admire my reflection in the stainless steel refrigerator. “So, are you a Phoenix like me or a Dragon like your brother?”
 
   “Neither.” She grinned, nudging me out of the way. “I’m a Roane.”
 
   “A—Roane?” I wrinkled my nose and tried to place the term.
 
   “Yes. Although most prefer the term Selkie.”
 
   My brow smoothed. “Ahh. Those magical seals who shed their skins to take human lovers; which would make you a Water Elemental.”
 
   “Exactly. You’re a quick learner. That’ll come in handy in your new life.”
 
   Biting my lip, I stared down at the countertop. At the rate things were going, who knew just how long I would actually survive in my new life? Still, as a scientist, I firmly believed that information could prove as valuable a weapon as any knife or gun. “Phoenixes are Fire, Dragons are Earth, Roanes are Water, so what would Air be?”
 
   “Air Elementals are called Gryphons.” Rhianne paused a moment. “As you might expect, though, some cultures use different terminology. But while Elementals have been called various things over the centuries, these names have become pretty standard in English-speaking countries.”
 
   She began taking things out of the refrigerator and piling them onto the kitchen island. “You like Chinese food?”
 
   “I like anything I don’t have to cook.” We both laughed. I crossed to the far side of the room, admiring the flat screen TV mounted on the wall. “Nifty toy.”
 
   She paused in the act of chopping chicken and rolled her eyes. “You know men. Just have to have the latest gadgets.”
 
   Keith had always been like that. Tears pricked at my eyes, so I flipped on the TV to distract myself.
 
   “...memorial service is planned Friday morning for the two scientists killed in the recent fire downtown. The man and woman were investigating alleged paranormal activity in a local warehouse when the fire broke out. Authorities believe that flammable liquid left behind in several crates contributed to the severity of the fire and accounts for the grisly condition of the remains. Friday’s service will be held at Saint John’s at 10:00 a.m. In other news...”
 
   My hands shook when I jammed the off switch and turned to face Rhianne. Her wide eyes met my blurry gaze. “Th—they’re planning the funeral already.” I raked a hand through my hair, barely noticing its new texture. “Well, of course they are. Neither Keith nor I have any family.”
 
   “Jake told me about your friend. I’m sorry for your loss.” Her hands fiddled with the knife.
 
   I nodded, throat thick with emotion. Swallowing past the lump, I said, “Huh. It’s not every day you’re alive to see your own funeral.”
 
   “No way,” Jake’s voice sounded from the back door. Too preoccupied with the news report, I hadn’t even heard him come in. “Don’t even think about it.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Attending the memorial service. It’s both morbid and way too dangerous. You’re not going.”
 
   My back stiffened. I’d been speaking in the abstract rather than voicing a true intention; but his outright veto made me want to go just to spite him, so I said as much.
 
   His eyes darkened, and he slammed the door behind him. “Over my dead body.”
 
   “You seem awfully fond of tossing that threat around for a 75-year-old. Someone might take you up on it.”
 
   “And you seem obsessed with putting yourself into dangerous—or downright stupid—situations.”
 
   Rhianne resumed chopping chicken, this time more loudly. “So, where’s Si Si?”
 
   Jake shoved both hands in his pockets. “Spending the night at her folks’ place, along with most of her brothers.”
 
   An involuntary laugh escaped. “And you survived to tell the tale?”
 
   His lips twitched. “Yeah, once she not-so-subtly hinted to them that I was interested in you and not her.”
 
   “Oh hell. Her mother’s going to have our wedding half-planned within the week.” I frowned when a thought occurred to me. “You told her family the truth.”
 
   He rolled his eyes skyward and shook his head. “Like I had a choice.”
 
   Rhianne removed a huge wok from the copper pot rack and tossed various ingredients inside. “So you heard the report, then?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah, before I left Si Si with her family. She swore them all to secrecy and they’re planning to attend Friday’s service.”
 
   Perversity had me placing hands on hips and giving him a mock-glare. "If Si Si gets to go to my funeral, I don't see why I can't."
 
   The veins on his forehead grew more pronounced and he drew in a big breath, undoubtedly to give me another earful, but Rhianne whapped him on the shoulder with a wooden spoon. "Can't you tell she's giving you a well-deserved hard time? Our girl's not an idiot, especially not now that she knows she can trust us." Her words would have made my heart grow three sizes too big if we'd been in a Christmas special. As if she didn't want my head to puff up too much, Rhianne pointed toward the living room with the spoon. “Now, both of you, out. Dinner will be awhile and you have plenty to talk about. Other than funerals.”
 
   Jake stepped toward the hallway, tossing his sister an amused glance. “Aren’t you the little sister?”
 
   “Big things come in small packages, or haven’t you heard? Now out.”
 
   We humored her; trooping down the hallway, past the living room, and into a room lined with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Several oversized armchairs covered in Chinese-themed fabric sat in front of a fireplace. Each one bore depictions of various mythical creatures. I couldn’t resist plopping down on the one decorated with gold-and-flame birds.
 
   Jake settled in another chair, regarding me silently for a long moment. He started to speak, stopped; ran a hand through his hair and tried again. “You seem different than earlier. More—accepting.”
 
   I stared at one of the brilliantly-plumed birds on my chair, focusing on its fire-tipped tail. “Well, it’s hard to deny the fact I died and woke up without even a scratch to show for it. Even my childhood scars disappeared after that fire.”
 
   “Does this mean you’re ready to talk about what happened?”
 
   Ready to talk, but not ready to apologize for my earlier eruption; not yet ready to admit Keith’s death had been more my fault than his. “I do think I deserve some answers. Like why you were stalking me.”
 
   “I wasn’t stalking you.” He paused. “Have you ever searched for something so long that when you finally found it you no longer knew exactly how to act?”
 
   “How could you have been searching for me before you even knew about me?”
 
   Jake let out a breath. “We were meant to find each other. To become Beholden.”
 
   I leaned forward. “Beholden? People keep using that word but, I still have no clue what it means.”
 
   “Some Elementals who link themselves magically, who form a bond that we call a Quatrain, become Beholden to each other as well as the world around them. They want—no, they need—to use their abilities to maintain balance. To help those in trouble, and heal the wounds of the earth itself.”
 
   “So basically we become superheroes and battle evil villains everywhere?” I injected a note of humor in my voice.
 
   He grinned. “Sounds pretty silly the way I put it, right? My grandmother could explain it so much better.”
 
   “No, I think I understand what you’re saying. But I’m confused. If we’re supposed to use these abilities of ours for the greater good, why are people so determined to kill us?”
 
   “It goes back to the Middle Ages. A group of monks decided that Elementals consorted with the devil. They made it their goal to kill all Elementals, especially those who formed Quatrains. They believed them to be marriages between four people and thus, polygamy.”
 
   “And is it?”
 
   He shook his head. “No, not exactly. It’s more a partnership between two pairs; usually, but not always, two...mating pairs.”
 
   “So, I take it you’re expecting to mate with me if I agree to form a Quatrain?”
 
   He studied my face, relaxing when he realized I was teasing. “I don’t expect you to do anything. If you bond with me it will be because you choose to. But yes, certain things are natural results of that bond.”
 
   I looked at his lips, remembering the way they had plundered mine. Somehow I doubted that mating with him would be all that much of a hardship.
 
   “And these monks, they’re the ones you call Stalkers?”
 
   “Sort of. That branch of monks was dissolved by the Catholic church after word spread that they killed many innocents in their search for Elementals; witches, they called them.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”
 
   “The monks carried their mission on outside the church, recruiting members of other religions. They formed a secret society.”
 
   “The Society of the Sacred Star. The one Si Si’s cousins belong to.”
 
   He nodded. “But to us they’ll always be known as Stalkers. Do you understand why you can’t return to your old life now? They will stop at nothing to make sure you’re never reborn again.”
 
   I tapped my fingers on the chair’s arms. “And how exactly do they accomplish that?”
 
   “I know you hate the paranormal, but do you know anything about vampires?”
 
   “A little,” I said, then laughed. “All right, a lot. Vampire movies are a guilty pleasure of mine.”
 
   His lips twisted slightly. “Then you know the traditional ways to kill a vampire?”
 
   “Sure. You stake them in the heart or expose them to sunlight. Though obviously I don’t have to worry about that one.”
 
   “And how do you keep them from resurrecting?”
 
   My eyes widened. “Most legends recommend separating their heads and hearts.”
 
   “That bit of lore was actually inspired by reality. It’s the only way to prevent a Phoenix from being reborn.”
 
   “So I avoid decapitation and cannibals who prefer to dine on human hearts. Check.”
 
   Jake laughed. “Exactly.” He straightened, muscles rippling beneath his t-shirt. My eyes zeroed in on his chest and, without conscious thought, I licked my lips.
 
   He laughed again, prompting me to blush. “I want to shower before dinner.”
 
   I considered asking if I could join him, but sanity intervened. “All right. I’ll go see if Rhianne needs help.” I stood, wrapping my arms around myself. “I wanted to say thanks.” I bit my lip. “For everything.”
 
   He stepped back to the door. “You’re welcome.” His eyes heated as he glanced at me. “For everything.”
 
   Before I could say anything else, he disappeared into the hallway. Sweat beaded on my brow as I took a moment to imagine what might have happened had I voiced my question aloud. I almost regretted chickening out. Almost.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Furious pounding on the basement door yanked me out of the dream in which I’d been doing naughty things to a very willing Jake. I jerked upright in bed, sweat pouring from every inch of flesh and pulse skittering madly. My dream self could have given a porn star pointers. Good lord, where did that come from?
 
   Like you don’t know, an inner voice scoffed.
 
   My body tensed while I tried to figure out who could be banging at Rhianne’s door. Jake had left for work several hours earlier, and Rhianne’s final exams had started soon after. Both had gone to great lengths to warn me against opening the door to strangers. The knocking grew more insistent. I threw on a borrowed robe and tiptoed to the end of the hallway. Squinting, I could just make out the figure outside the sliding glass door. A scowl flashed across Si Si’s face and she raised her hand to bang again. I scampered the last dozen feet.
 
   Her brow furrowed and she let her hand drop when I entered the code into the security system and slid the door open. “I’m sorry. You must be a friend of Jake’s sister.”
 
   Confusion had me scrunching my face and eyebrows; then I remembered Si Si hadn’t yet seen the new me. “Damn. Rhianne really is an expert at disguise.”
 
   Her eyes widened. “Cass?”
 
   Laughter escaped my lips. “I can’t believe you didn’t recognize me.”
 
   She crossed her arms. “Your hair is red and your eyes are green. And you’re wearing girlie clothes.”
 
   I smoothed the red satin robe trimmed in lace. The matching gown underneath hugged my curves in all the right places. Pity Jake couldn’t see me in it...
 
   “Anyway, what took you so long? I knocked loud enough to wake the dead.”
 
   Goosebumps pricked my skin, but I forced a laugh. “Between the killer hunger and insane exhaustion that take over my body at random points in time, I feel like a zombie.”
 
   She patted my shoulder. “Tough night?”
 
   “You could say that.”
 
   Assuming that X-rated dreams starring both Jake and myself counted as tough.
 
   “Well, I’ve got good news for you. Get changed cause we’re going shopping. Sort of.”
 
   “What do you mean, sort of?”
 
   She grinned. “Say hello to the executor of your estate. Your attorney stopped by yesterday to say that everything with your will appeared in good order, and that a death certificate was issued two days ago.”
 
   My shoulders lifted slightly. “You mean I’m no longer destitute?”
 
   “Not for long, anyway. Once Jake gets you a new identity, he’s going to help me funnel the money through a couple of sources and, finally, to an account opened in your new name.”
 
   “So how can we go shopping now?”
 
   “As executor of your estate, I also get to dispose of your personal belongings.” She paused, waiting for the obvious to sink in. “So we get to go pack up all your stuff and bring it back here.”
 
   I smiled broadly. “Excellent. Let me just shower really...Wait. Jake said to avoid the condo; and to stay put unless he or Rhianne are with me.”
 
   “I’ve got you covered, gringa. Already called him, and he’s going to take a long lunch to help. He’s meeting us there.”
 
   My body relaxed. Despite the fact I’d considered attending last week’s memorial service against his orders, practicality had won out. Only a moron would have disregarded his perfectly valid concerns and placed herself in great danger just to thumb her nose at him. Stubborn I might be, but no one’d ever accused me of being stupid—other than the dumb blonde jokes.
 
   “Okay, great.” I waved toward the television in Rhianne’s living room. “Give me 10 and I’ll be ready to go.”
 
   It ended up being closer to 20 because I had to struggle with the cosmetics Rhianne had given me. Foundation and blush were easy enough since they formed the entirety of my previous beauty regime; everything else seemed alien.
 
   Si Si whistled when I walked back into the living room, garbed in a pair of Rhianne’s jeans that fit more like capris, along with a sleeveless green v-necked top that exposed more of my chest than I usually felt comfortable exposing, not to mention my whiter-than-white arms.
 
   “Whoa. You look gorgeous. Rhianne’s a miracle worker.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.”
 
   She waved her hand. “You know what I mean. Sheesh, I really wouldn’t recognize you now.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, secretly pleased with the praise, wondering if Jake would think the same thing. Then I tried to convince myself I hadn’t taken such pains with the makeup because I’d be seeing him soon. Didn’t everyone get all dressed up for an afternoon of packing? On the bright side, the fact that my own best friend hadn’t recognized me helped ease my nervousness. Between my disguise and Jake’s presence, returning home—however briefly—shouldn’t devolve into a bloodbath. 
 
   However, nerves flared again once I realized Jake wasn’t waiting outside the condo complex when we arrived a half-hour later.
 
   Si Si waved aside my disquiet. “He probably got held up at work. He'll be here any minute.”
 
   I hesitated, staring out the window of her Lexus. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. Funny how naked I felt sitting in front of my own home. Okay, not so much funny as disturbing. “Maybe we should drive around the block a couple times until he gets here.”
 
   She shot me one of those looks she usually reserved for her mother. “Don’t be silly. I have the extra key to your condo. We’ll just zip inside and start packing. If anyone asks, you’re one of my grad students helping me out for extra credit.” She gestured to the nearly-empty parking lot. “Not that I expect anyone to ask.”
 
   After another moment, I nodded. “Okay. We’ll be safer inside than out, anyway.”
 
   We hauled unused banker’s boxes from the Lexus to my two-story condo. After scrounging packing tape and permanent markers from my junk drawer, we set to boxing the belongings accumulated over the past 29 years. The fact that everything except for furniture and clothing filled less than a dozen boxes depressed me. Throwing in the clothes only added another half-dozen boxes.
 
   “Am I that big of a loser?” I mused out loud.
 
   Si Si paused in the act of taping the final box. “Loser?”
 
   I gestured to the pitifully small stack of boxes lined up by the front door. “My entire life has been reduced to less than 20 boxes. And most of that is books.”
 
   “Not a loser. Just—frugal. Unfettered by the chains of useless junk that weigh down the rest of us.”
 
   A car door slammed out front. My fingers tightened around the permanent marker in my left hand. Forcing myself to finish labeling the box Si Si had just taped up, I listened for the sound of footsteps on the front walkway. Seconds later, the screen door squeaked open.
 
   Biting back a grin, I turned. The door opened—and all humor faded away.
 
   “Good afternoon, little Phoenix,” Dorian drawled, closing the door behind him with a bang. “I like the new look.” His eyes wandered up and down my body as if he were the Big Bad Wolf and I wore red on top of my head. Which, come to think of it, I did.
 
   “How the hell did you know...” My voice trailed off when Si Si assumed a wooden expression, arms dropping to her side. I waved my hand in front of her eyes. Nothing happened. Don’t freak out, I told myself. Jake will be here any minute now. Just stall him and everything will be fine.
 
   “How did I know you’d be here?” he finished in amusement. “Simple enough. I told Sierra to bring you here; which she did admirably well.”
 
   My fists clenched. “I told you to leave her alone. To leave us both alone.”
 
   “Did you?” The smirk in his voice made me want to kick him where it counted. “I never was good at following directions. Especially when they go against what I want.” His lips curved upward, though menace underscored his words. “I always get what I want, sweet Cassidy.”
 
   I called his bluff. “And what is it you want?”
 
   “Right now? You.”
 
   I took a step back, then cursed myself for showing weakness. Normally I wouldn’t have played the next card—back before I’d seen what this man could do with his mind alone. “I’m already spoken for, remember? You’re too late.”
 
   He stepped closer. Warmth broke out along my skin and I shivered. His eyes smoldered and his voice took on a silky edge. “It’s not too late until you’re bound. And not even then.” His smile grew positively feral. “Quatrains can be...dissolved.”
 
   Yeah. I bet I knew just what he meant by that.
 
   “I think Jake would say over his dead body.”
 
   Dorian laughed, closing the distance between us so fast it made my head spin. “Exactly.”
 
   He grabbed for my arms, but I managed to stumble back at the last moment. Growling, he yanked Si Si in front of him and put his hands around her neck. I froze. He caressed her throat with one hand, squeezing not-so-gently with the other. “Perhaps it’s time I became more blunt, since you don’t seem to be in the mood for wooing.”
 
   The man had a decidedly warped sense of wooing. I glanced at Si Si. Not that that comes as a surprise.
 
   “Wh—” my voice cracked and I licked my lips; which only seemed to excite him further. “What exactly do you want from me?”
 
   “To become the fire to my earth, the Phoenix to my Dragon; to begin the strongest Quatrain in a millennium.”
 
   Didn’t want much, did he?
 
   Just stall for more time. Not too hard, considering I knew so little about how these things worked.
 
   “I thought only Jake could bond with me.”
 
   He shook his head. “Of course that’s what he told you. True there are precious few each Elemental can bond with; perhaps only one whose magic draws us to them like moths to flame.”
 
   So that was what Jake had meant; and how he’d tracked me down.
 
   “But since I have absolutely no intention of weakening myself by becoming Beholden, that doesn’t really matter.” He stroked Si Si’s skin absently. “What does matter right now is Sierra’s well-being. Wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   I bit my tongue to keep from screaming—or ripping his face off. “Sierra is just fine. Or will be, once I get her away from you.”
 
   “Don’t you understand, yet? You can’t get her away from me. Not unless I let you.”
 
   My pulse picked up speed. “What are you talking about?”
 
   He smiled, leaned down, and whispered something in Si Si’s ear. She straightened, wrapping herself around him and nuzzling his chest. Then she looked at me and licked her lips. “He made me his, sweet Cassidy. Just like he will you.”
 
   His eyes changed from hot to cold in an instant. “I can take you willingly—or unwillingly. The choice is yours.”
 
   “Then I choose neither.”
 
   Si Si’s head whipped back when he grabbed her hair and jerked. She didn’t even bat an eyelash. “You may want to reconsider that.”
 
   “Why would I, when Jake’s going to get here any minute to kick your ass?”
 
   Time seemed to slow infinitesimally. Si Si stumbled away from Dorian—who simply disappeared. Steely hands wrapped around my own throat before I registered the fact he had made it from there to here way too fast for any human to manage. Heat flashed from his hands to my neck, radiating along every one of my nerve endings. Gooseflesh pricked as pleasure followed heat. I gasped when ice-cold pinpricks stabbed where heat had formerly caressed. Dorian’s hands eased, but raging cold continued to sap my muscles of all strength. I tried to move but my body did not respond; wanted to scream but couldn’t even manage that.
 
   His lips pressed frigid kisses along my neck, pausing just beneath my ear. “On the off chance you somehow got word to him, Sierra and I will be going now. I can be a generous man when I choose: rather than accepting that as your final answer, I’m going to let you think about my offer—and the consequences for refusing.
 
   “Tell Cass goodbye,” he threw over his shoulder. “You won’t be seeing her for awhile.”
 
   A tear slipped down my cheek, more from frustration at my helplessness than anything. He licked the tear with his tongue and smiled when Si Si told me goodbye. “Go to the car and wait, Sierra.” Which, of course, she did. “Come to me willingly, Cass, and you can be my partner. My equal. Untold power can be ours for the taking—or you can go through life wondering what became of your best friend, knowing that what you are caused the loss of another person you cherish.”
 
   He knew all about Keith, had no doubt coerced the information from Si Si. I’m going to kill him for that. My heart ached at the emptiness of the threat.
 
   “You’ll have to forgive me for leaving you like this. Don’t worry, the binding will wear off soon enough. I’ll be in touch.” He pressed another kiss against my ear and disappeared after Si Si, leaving me behind to fume until the icy paralysis finally loosened its hold over my body. Once it did, I kicked the nearest box of my belongings, yelping when pain stabbed through my foot. Scowling, I squinted at the box’s label. Books.
 
   “Figures,” I mumbled, reaching down to massage my throbbing toes. The pain faded enough for rational thought to reassert itself. “Fuck. Jake’s not coming, and now that...that...weasel has my best friend.”
 
   The front door began to swing open. I perked up, smile spreading across my face. “Jake!”
 
   But it wasn’t Jake who stepped through the door and slammed it shut. A man dressed in blue jeans and a nondescript black shirt started when he saw me. He froze momentarily, mouth agape. “You’re supposed to be dead!” He dropped a can of gasoline and drew a nasty-looking pistol with a silencer.
 
   I recognized the voice right away. It belonged to the gunman I’d referred to as Thug A in the warehouse.
 
   “Shit!” I threw myself forward to tackle him since there was no way I could outrun a bullet. He raised the weapon more quickly than I expected. I tried to throw myself out of the way but my still-lethargic body didn’t cooperate. He pulled the trigger several times, each muffled shot growing slightly louder than the last. The bullets sprayed into my abdomen. I screamed, dropping to the ground and curling into a ball. My hands pressed against my stomach and were quickly drenched in blood. Agony spread throughout my lower body.
 
   Footsteps sounded on the hardwood floor, stopping just in front of me. I forced myself to look up. If he was going to fire again I would look him straight in the eyes. “Well, well, well; guess you’re a Phoenix after all. Garrett’s gonna be pleased.”
 
   He leaned down and thrust the gun's butt into my side. Screams rang out, surprising me with their strength. It surprised me even more when I realized they were my own. A red haze descended over my vision, and sudden heat chased away the worst of the pain. When he raised his foot to kick me, instinct took over. I thrust my hands to both sides, screamed again, and sent tiny bursts of fire running along the carpet and up the nearby walls.
 
   My attacker failed to notice, too intent on torturing a helpless woman. “That’s right, bitch. Scream your head off until you die. Nobody around to hear you. I made sure of that.”
 
   “Wrong, asshole.”
 
   The man cried out as somebody hit him from behind. Two bodies rolled away from me, punches and grunts echoing in the air. I recognized Jake’s voice but my vision became too blurry to make out his features. Relief that he’d come to my rescue quickly faded as numbness took its place. The floor shook, distracting me from the stupor spreading over mind and body. My attacker shouted, a long, agonized sound, and then fell silent. I wondered what had caused the earth to rumble but then the last of my energy bled away.
 
   “Jesus, sweetheart.”
 
   Arms gathered me close, exquisitely gentle. I dredged up enough willpower to look up and saw Jake staring down at me, teeth clenched.
 
   “Cass, you’re gonna be all right. I’ll get you to help and you’ll be just fine.”
 
   “Jake,” I whispered, eyes closing as the brief burst of adrenaline faded. “I don’t think so.”
 
   Blood spurted from my wounds as my heart gave one last pump, and then I died. Again.
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
   The crackle of flames broke into the fog wrapped around my consciousness. I slanted my eyes open and found myself lying on a stone floor. Fire snapped all around, and a circle of candles burned just beyond the fire’s edge.
 
   “She’s awake,” someone said.
 
   I pushed myself to a sitting position, eyes taking in the charred black stone beneath me. Impressions leading up to the moment I died flashed through my mind. The man raising his weapon to shoot. The rat-a-tat retort of gunfire. The bullets ripping into my flesh; leaving behind gaping, bleeding wounds. My hands flew to my abdomen, probing bare skin without a hint of imperfection. I let out a rush of air and relaxed the tension coiled in my body.
 
   Footsteps echoed across the stone floor, stopping just short of the fire. Somehow, I just knew it was Jake. I moved my eyes up and met his gaze. He knelt down, reaching a hand toward me; after a moment, I stretched my hand out to touch his. Once again, heat flared between us—a heat that had nothing to do with the fire. He stood, pulling me up with him and out of the ring of fire. Rhianne and their mother stood on the other side of the room, though only one of them looked relieved to see me.
 
   Rhianne stepped forward, a red robe emblazoned with Chinese artwork in her hands. When she offered it to me, I realized that I was naked in front of Jake and his mother; not exactly a scene from my erotic dreams. Blushing, I darted forward and slipped each arm into the robe as Rhianne wrapped it around me. Jake grinned at my modesty. I ignored him, running my hands along the silken folds of the robe and praying my cheeks weren’t as red. I gathered the shreds of my dignity, looking around the room as if nothing unusual had happened. The walls were made of some silver material I couldn’t name and no windows marred their perfection. A darker silver door stood just behind Breena; the only visible exit.
 
   My attention returned to the circle behind me. The candles ranged in color from lightest yellow to deepest orange to brightest red and provided just enough illumination for me to make out details. Shapes and figures had been carved into each candle, but I could make no sense of them; they may as well have been written in another language.
 
   “What is this room?” I finally asked, wanting to hear something beside the crackle of flame.
 
   Rhianne squeezed my shoulders. “It’s a workroom, designed for meditation and practice of the magical variety.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “The walls are magically sealed so that any magic performed in this room will not spill out into the rest of the house. It’s soundproof, too.”
 
   I pointed at the candles. “What are those for?”
 
   Breena stepped forward, derision stiffening the lines of her body. “She is proving my point for me, Jacob. She’s far more ignorant than the typical wildling and more dangerous to boot. You cannot possibly mean to ally yourself with—”
 
   Jake’s eyes heated. He leaned toward me when he answered. “Leave off, mother. I make my own decisions.”
 
   She cursed. “The Clan thinks she’s bait—”
 
   “I do not give a shit what the Clan thinks! Unless they plan to force me into a bond against my wishes...”
 
   Breena shuddered, revulsion flickering into her eyes.
 
   “...then they can bloody well keep their opinions to themselves! She has accepted guest right with me, and last time I checked I was still a full-fledged member of the clan.”
 
   Rhianne shot them both a quelling glance. “Jake, you know she’s only worried about your safety. She doesn’t want to lose another son.” That statement had them wincing. “And Mother, you must trust that Jake knows his abilities and needs well enough to make this decision for himself. He is not Colin.”
 
   Jake thrust his hands into his pockets, while Breena ran a hand over her face.
 
   “I know he’s not,” she finally said. “I do trust him.”
 
   Her son let out a breath. “And I know you’re only being so witchy because you love me.” They both managed weak smiles. “I promise I’ll be careful.”
 
   Breena hesitated before replying. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Jake, but she’s a liability to you right now in the worst possible way. Had they known for sure she was still alive, you both would have faced permanent death in that condo.”
 
   Irritation flashed across his face, but he smoothed it down. “You’re right.” A sly smile crossed his lips. “And you’re the only person who can remedy that situation.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes, hands making fists on each hip. “I recognize that look in your eyes, Jake. It's the same your father gets when he tries to sweet talk me into something I don’t want to do.”
 
   His smile widened. “Who do you think I learned it from?” He nodded at me. “I want you to train her.”
 
   “Bloody hell!” she swore at the same time “No way in hell!” passed my lips.
 
   Rhianne clapped her hand over sudden laughter, but failed to stifle it completely. She tried to make it seem like a cough instead; not that it fooled any of us.
 
   Jake turned to me, quirking his lips sardonically. “Cass. Do you really want to be dependent upon me showing up to save your ass every time you put it in danger?”
 
   I sputtered, started to curse again, and then bit back my words when logic intervened. He was right. The next time somebody tried to kill, me I wanted to take them down first. It was more than past time to learn how to defend myself with my newfound abilities.
 
   “Bloody hell,” I muttered, staring mutinously at Breena. Okay, so maybe I do need to learn how to use my powers. No way she’ll agree to help me.
 
   Except that’s exactly what she did. “All right then. I’ll do it.”
 
   My mouth worked soundlessly. Well, that was one way for her to take out her frustration, I supposed; put herself in a position of authority and proceed to walk all over me. I set my lips in a grim line.
 
   She rolled her eyes. “God knows no other Phoenix in the clan would take her on right now, and damned if I’ll let you involve any more non-clan in this blasted situation.”
 
   Jake’s eyes narrowed and he started to say something, but Rhianne elbowed him in the stomach. “Say thank you and shut up.”
 
   He grunted but did as she suggested.
 
   Breena made a shooing gesture. “Out, both of you. Her first lesson can’t come soon enough.” She stepped toward the circle of candles and glanced back at me. “Come, now,” she said, voice unexpectedly gentle, and held out her hand. Part of me wanted to turn and flee, but the part of me that was tired of feeling powerless drowned it out. I took several steps forward, reaching out to take her hand when I stepped alongside her.
 
   “Look into a candle and listen to my voice.”
 
   I chewed my lower lip and focused on the candle closest to me. The tongue of fire on top attracted my gaze.
 
   “The flames, they are so warm, so soothing. Imagine them wrapping you in their embrace. Imagine them granting you their strength.” Her voice grew softer and more distant, as if it had to travel through gallons of water. The flame flickered and danced, making me long to dance with it. My body began to sway. Without conscious thought I reached out to caress the flame and felt not the slightest hint of discomfort. Seconds passed, turned into minutes, and still I felt no pain. Oddly enough the tiny spark of flame actually warmed my hand as if I held it out in front of a much larger fire. Shivers of pleasure radiated from my hand upward, creeping along my arm all the way to my face, which soon flushed from the tingling sensation.
 
   Hands shaking my shoulders finally broke the seeming spell. My gaze slid from flame to pillar. The figures carved into the wax pulsed in time with the flame. They seemed to grow more familiar, yet comprehension danced just out of reach. I dragged my eyes away from the candle and turned to Breena.
 
   She shook her head, folding her arms across her chest. “I can see I have my work cut out for me. You’re supposed to control your abilities, not the other way around!”
 
   I flushed, stepping back from the candle as if it had burned me. The candles suddenly extinguished all at once, tufts of smoke drifting toward the ceiling. Breena turned her gaze from them to me.
 
   “You’re going to work harder than you’ve ever worked in your life, girl. I’ll have to move in for the time-being, and you’ll spend every waking minute for quite some time cursing my name, but we’ll make a Phoenix of you if it kills us both.”
 
   And, judging by the look in her eyes, it just might...
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Fire surrounded me on every side. Heat bathed my bare skin, sending sparks of pleasure radiating throughout my body and making it difficult to concentrate.
 
   “Focus!” a voice cracked across the room.
 
   I winced, setting my elbows atop my knees and closing my eyes. Focus, she says. Like it’s just so easy to do. Frustration flared to annoyance, which threatened to bring outright anger. If I gave in to that particular emotion, meditation would be downright impossible. God knows I didn’t want the entire morning’s work to be for nothing. That had happened too often the past few days.
 
   Gritting my teeth, I forced all outside thought and emotion away. I needed to envision a blank canvas waiting to be filled; then slowly, ever-so-slowly, fill the canvas with visualizations of the task set before me. But damn, was that easier said than managed.
 
   “Stop wool-gathering and pay attention! You’re wasting my time, girl.”
 
   Pressing my lips together tightly enough to hurt, I bit back the insults hovering on the edge of my tongue. I began inhaling and exhaling deeply, fixing the blank canvas firmly in my mind. Paint strokes began brushing color across the white space. Red, gold, and orange blossomed in my mind, becoming a circle of fire surrounding a lone figure: me. Slowly I layered the fire in my mind over the fire physically surrounding me, imagining the two connected until there was no difference between them. I strengthened the image stroke by painstaking stroke. The more I focused on increasing that perception, the easier it became, until suddenly perception became reality.
 
   Success!
 
   My eyes snapped open and my mouth widened. The world around me had changed, now being filtered through rays of magical energy. Bands of red, blue, green, and white danced in the air, although the streaks of red seemed the brightest. I focused my attention on the circle of fire surrounding me. An entire flood of red energy threaded through the fire, calling to me as surely as the fire itself.
 
   “Your hands, Cassidy. Look at your hands.”
 
   The voice grounded me in the present, reminding me of the lesson to be learned. I tore my gaze away from the fire and glanced down at my hands—both pairs of them.
 
   “Wow,” I breathed. “Amazing.”
 
   Ghostly hands overlaid my physical hands, glowing with an intense silver light that pulsed in time with my heartbeat. Even though Breena had described them to me, words hadn’t done them justice.
 
   “Imagine yourself connected to your elemental hands just like you imagined the inner fire connected to the outer.”
 
   Exhaling deeply, I imagined a ribbon wrapping elemental hands to their physical counterparts and securing them snugly. Something seemed to snap in place. Drawing in another long breath, I lifted my hands toward the nearest band of red energy. The elemental hands mirrored them perfectly.
 
   “Yes!” I shouted, pumping arms in the air as enthusiasm overrode prudence. Concentration dissolved, taking the elemental world with it. “Oops.”
 
   “Oops is right,” Breena said from across the snapping flames. “Took you all morning to connect with the elemental plane. You won’t get it back any time soon.”
 
   Stung, I settled back on my rear. I’ll show her.
 
   Relaxing in the meditative pose she had taught me, I closed my eyes and slowed my breathing. The blank canvas came much easier this time. I envisioned fire springing forth onto the canvas, connecting it to the flames on the physical plane. Once again, brilliant colors met my gaze when I opened my eyes. I felt the bond between physical and elemental hands snap into place and smiled.
 
   Okay. I proved I’m not a one-hit wonder. Let’s take this one step farther.
 
   I raised my hands—both pairs—toward the nearest band of red energy. Silver light met red flare and metaphysical sparks flew, scattering to the ground soundlessly. Elemental heat shot along my ethereal being in tandem with the physical warmth radiating through my body. Both felt so good I had to fight to remember what my intent had been.
 
   Oh yeah. Time to take the next step on the road to kicking ass, Phoenix style.
 
   I gathered the red band of light into my elemental hands and began working it into a useful shape. At first the band refused to cooperate, breaking form each time I tried to impose my will on it. Sweat broke out on my forehead. I grunted, redoubled my efforts, and forced the energy into a pulsating ball the size of my fist.
 
   Breena must have guessed my intention. “Careful,” she cautioned. “Watch your aim.”
 
   Beads of sweat trickled down my face and onto my neck. Fire crackled all around and smoke tickled my nose. I focused on the ball of energy whirling in my grasp. Now, instead of fighting against my efforts, it appeared eager to become what I wanted; almost as if it had a mind of its own.
 
   Now that’s a spooky thought.
 
   “Any day now, girl.”
 
   I poured my will into the ball of energy and hurled it toward the nearest wall. Latent energy burst into kinetic fire, becoming a raging fireball midair and exploding against the wall. Fire blossomed, quickly burning itself out because there was nothing to consume.
 
   “Not bad.”
 
   “Are you kidding?” I pushed to my feet, stepped through the circle of fire, and touched the slightly singed section of wall. “That was freaking awesome.”
 
   Breena joined me, regarding the wall with a critical eye. She pointed to the irregular pattern left by my fireball. “You spent too much time fighting against the energy and your throw was clumsy. If you had made a direct hit against the wall, the char pattern would be perfectly circular. Less than perfect aim could leave your enemy still standing; or worse, kill an innocent bystander and leave your enemy standing. And then you’ll follow the innocent.”
 
   I folded my arms across my chest and leaned my weight on one leg. Sheesh, couldn’t please Mrs. Drill Sergeant to save my life. Then again, that’s what she was trying to teach me to do: save my own life next time someone threatened to take it.
 
   My stomach rumbled. “I’ll do better tomorrow,” I said as meekly as I could manage.
 
   “No. You’ll do better now.”
 
   “What about supper?”
 
   “They’ll eat without us.”
 
   “But—”
 
   Breena leveled her gaze on me, one brow raised. “Spare me the buts, Cassidy. You are far behind the curve when it comes to your abilities. The Stalkers aren’t going to wait nicely for you to get up to speed. Would you rather eat now or perfect the skills that are going to keep you alive?”
 
   Well, when she put it that way...
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I wiggled my toes a couple of days later, sighing at the simple pleasure of wearing shoes that fit. After wearing Rhianne’s too-small flip flops, it felt like heaven.
 
   Jake grinned and tweaked my cheek. “You look like a puppy who just came across a trove of buried bones.”
 
   Rolling my eyes, I took an experimental stroll down the aisle of women’s athletic shoes. “Gee. Thanks for telling me I look like a dog.”
 
   He leaned against a mirrored wall. “You know what I mean. I can tell you really want those shoes. I may just have to get them for you.”
 
   At the reminder I didn’t have two pennies to rub together—thanks to Dorian spiriting away my golden goose, not to mention the fact I’d burned all my worldly possessions to the ground—the shoes didn’t seem so appealing. Worry over what that sociopath was doing with Si Si settled in my stomach. I could only be grateful she wasn't an Elemental, which meant he couldn't coerce her into bonding with him for the rest of her life. I swore to myself again that I was going to find a way to save her once I was more sure of my powers.
 
   Coming into this upscale shoe store at the mall had been Jake's idea. I’d suggested hitting a discount store. When he’d insisted, my plan had been to head straight for the clearance section and pick out the two cheapest pairs of shoes that fit—until the blue and white sneakers called my name. I had never been a Jimmy Choo aficionado a la Carrie Bradshaw—or Si Si—but I loved a nice pair of shoes. Still, I had some pride. I may not have been able to resist the siren’s song to try the expensive shoes on, but I could resist the fleeting urge to let him buy them for me. Something cheaper would do just fine.
 
   “Nah.” I sat down and began untying the shoes, struggling for a casual tone of voice. “These won’t work for me.”
 
   Jake arched a brow. “Oh? What’s wrong with them?”
 
   “They’re too—” I searched for an excuse that wouldn’t sound stupid. The pause stretched on but nothing came to mind. “Too blue,” I finally finished.
 
   “Too blue.” His eyes twinkled with boyish humor. “Yeah, I can see how those tasteful blue stripes might be a bit much.”
 
   “Fine,” I said, wrenching my feet out of each sneaker. “If you really must know, they’re too expensive. I can’t possibly allow you to spend so much money on me. Not when I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to pay you back.”
 
   He unfolded his legs and crouched down next to me. When I wouldn’t meet his gaze, he touched my chin and tugged it upward. The tenderness in his expression nearly did me in.
 
   “Look, sweetheart. I understand how difficult all this must be for you. So, instead of taking offense at what you just said, I’m gonna explain how things work.”
 
   My hands twisted in my lap. “How what things work?”
 
   “Financial things. Nobody who is a member—or a guest—of any Beholden clan has to worry about money. Each contributes as they are able and their needs are met without question. And right now, you’re part of my clan. You’re not letting me buy anything for you. The clan is seeing you’re taken care of; and, in exchange, when you’re able to work you’ll do so.”
 
   I exhaled the breath I hadn’t known I was holding. “How am I supposed to do that when I can’t return to my old life? I can’t use my credentials or resume. I’m supposed to be dead.”
 
   Jake stroked my cheek, bringing a sigh to my lips. “The clan will provide for you,” he repeated. “With new ID and, if you so choose, a new profession. We own businesses in the area and you’ll have your pick of jobs if that’s what you want. And, if you bond with me, an entirely new world will open up before you.”
 
   Humor returned and I quirked my lips upward. “You mean the world behind your bedroom door?”
 
   He chuckled. “Maybe later if you say pretty please. For now, though, what I mean is the world that opens up once you become Beholden. We have responsibilities that keep us busy, and bring about their own rewards, including a steady paycheck. Now let me buy you the shoes.”
 
   I bent over and placed the sneakers in their box, wrapping the tissue around them carefully and closing the lid. Batting my lashes with a smile, I slid the box into Jake’s hands. “All right then, sugar. If you want to buy me shoes, who am I to stop you?”
 
   A half-hour later I sat in the food court, admiring the gorgeous pair of black knee-high boots encasing my feet. Once Jake coaxed me out of my initial reluctance I let him buy me the sneakers, the boots, two pairs of flats, and sandals.
 
   “What is it with women?” Jake asked, approaching the booth with a heaping tray of food.
 
   I glanced up. “Hmm?”
 
   He set the tray down and folded his long frame onto the bench opposite mine. “It’s been my experience that 99.9% of women have this inexplicable thing for footwear. Old or young, rich or poor, girly-girl or tomboy.”
 
   Smirking, I stuck my right foot out from under the table and wiggled it. “I'm going to ignore the sexism of your comment to admire my awesome new shoes, which are way better than anything in my closet.” I smacked my foot back on the floor. “My old closet I mean.”
 
   Jake's nearest hand settled atop one of mine and he squeezed softly. “Don’t worry, you’ll fill up your new closet soon enough.” Warmth radiated from his skin to mine, but I knew it wasn't the false heat that bastard Dorian had tried to manipulate me with. No, this was sheer. old-fashioned chemistry; the kind which had my flesh tingling and inspired an inner craving for something other than food.
 
   I even licked my lips, but Jake apparently misinterpreted the cue. He began parceling out the food between us: a half-dozen cheeseburgers, several bags of fries, chicken nuggets, and colas. When he finished, the larger pile sat in front of me. Several passersby gave me odd looks when I broke into the first cheeseburger with the eagerness of an overgrown teen, but I didn’t care.
 
   “How long is this insane hunger going to last, anyway?” I asked between bites.
 
   “Another couple days, probably. It would have only been a week or so but you went through two rebirths in a very short period of time. Magic takes a physical toll on our bodies. The more magic expended, the greater the toll.”
 
   Several minutes passed in companionable silence while we ate. The speed at which I scarfed my portion down more than made up for the fact he had less food in front of him than I did, so we finished at the same time.
 
   Jake glanced at his watch. “Time to meet Rhianne.”
 
   After dumping the trash we waded into the sea of teeny boppers, mall walkers, and young families pouring through the wide hallways. The Saturday afternoon throng separated us several times, until Jake finally threaded his hand through mine. Warring emotions pulsed through me. The simple pleasure of walking hand-in-hand with an attractive man by my side; uneasiness since I knew so little about that man; and the desire to glean every tidbit of information I could.
 
   A trio of boys threatened to run me over, so I leaned closer to him. “I need to know—what happens if I don’t bond with you?”
 
   “To you specifically or to you as far as the clan goes?”
 
   “The clan.”
 
   He released my hand, resting his arm along my shoulder and tucking me close. “Whenever someone takes refuge with a clan member, they’re welcomed as a part of our clan until such time as they choose to leave. Whatever does or doesn’t happen between us won’t change that at all.”
 
   I draped my arm around his back; for greater comfort, I told myself. Yeah right.
 
   “That’s nice to know. But what do you mean—to me specifically?”
 
   “Ah, picked up on that, did you?” He made a rueful face. “I was hoping to save that topic for another day.”
 
   “Your mother said something about unbound Elementals going through some sort of personality change. That they become like the element they control.”
 
   He steered us around a young couple necking in the middle of the hall. “Yes. Unbound Elementals with no ties to clan are called wildlings. If they remain unbound long enough, they take on the same personality traits as the element they control. Eventually, they lose touch with the person they were. The magic takes them over until it becomes all-important to them. They become loners, rarely forming true connections with other people, even other Elementals. And when they do...”
 
   I pounced on his hesitation. “When they do, what?”
 
   Jake glanced down at me. “Children like you are usually the result.”
 
   My mouth opened and I struggled for something intelligent to say in response. And failed. “Like me?”
 
   “Yes. Magical children abandoned to be raised by non-magical people who have no idea what’s in store when their child gets older.”
 
   “People like my adoptive parents,” I whispered.
 
   He nodded. “Exactly.”
 
   We reached the exit where his sister was supposed to meet us.
 
   “Are you saying it wasn’t my birth parents’ fault they abandoned me? They didn’t give me up because they wanted to?”
 
   He opened the door, waited for me to walk through, and followed me into the muggy June sunshine. He let the silence progress an uncomfortably long time. Finally, I could stand it no longer and repeated my question.
 
   He took my hand in his again and squeezed. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. I know that, especially in your mother’s case, she didn’t leave you willingly.”
 
   “How can you know that?” I demanded, heart skittering madly. How many times had I imagined as a child that my mother hadn’t given me up because she wanted to? Far too many to count.
 
   “Because,” he answered, his eyes boring into mine. “Unbound Phoenixes are consumed in the magical firestorm produced by giving birth—and die. Permanently.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
   “Oh my god.” I jerked my hand from his and covered my mouth. “I killed my mother!”
 
   Jake stepped forward and gripped both my shoulders. “That’s not true, Cassidy. Don’t think that for even a second.”
 
   “No wonder they call us Phoenixes. The mother dying so that the child can rise from the ashes of her corpse.” I shuddered, wishing I’d never found out the truth. This was so much worse than even the worst scenario I’d envisioned as a teenager.
 
   He slid his arms around my back and pulled me into a hug. “Your mother chose to get pregnant, and she chose to carry you to term. She also chose—for whatever reason—not to seek the protection of a Quatrain. You’re not responsible for her choices, and you’re certainly not responsible for the magic that killed her.”
 
   I leaned into his embrace, accepting the comfort offered, not something I usually let myself do. His arms felt warm on my back, granting a sense of security I hadn’t known in a long time—if ever.
 
   “I don’t mean to interrupt,” a voice interjected from behind. “But maybe you two should get a room.”
 
   I pushed away from Jake and whirled, relaxing when I saw Rhianne. She grinned, a knowing gleam in her eyes.
 
   “Hey sis,” Jake said easily, thrusting hands in his pockets and stepping forward. “We’re ready.”
 
   “I bet you are,” she replied, lips twitching. “Did you get what you were after?”
 
   I shook the shopping bag full of shoes, along with the other bags containing some clothing essentials. “Yes, we did.”
 
   Rhianne, loaded down with several shopping bags of her own, foisted half of them off on her brother. She grabbed my arm and pulled me along the sidewalk.
 
   “So,” she drawled, glancing at my feet. “Nice boots.”
 
   “Thanks. I think.”
 
   She grinned, letting my arm drop since I was trotting alongside her obediently. “Seriously. They look sexy on you. I’d steal them if they were the right size.”
 
   Good. She wasn’t going to tease me about her brother. “You’re too short to pull them off, anyway.”
 
   “Ooh, good one.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Jake definitely seems to appreciate them.”
 
   Okay, so maybe she was going to tease me about her brother. I was still new to this whole sibling rivalry thing.
 
   “I’d hate to think he bought something he finds ugly.”
 
   “Oh, trust me. He definitely doesn’t think y—they’re ugly.” She tilted her head to the side, then blinked as if something had just occurred to her. “You know, we’re never gonna fit all this loot in my guest room.”
 
   I nibbled on my lower lip. “Hmm, I never thought about that. It is kind of small in that room. Not that I mind!”
 
   Rhianne grinned. “I know what you mean. The whole point of a guest room is to temporarily house guests. But you need something more permanent.”
 
   “Did you have something in mind.”
 
   She gave a wide, sweet smile. “Oh yes. I’ll take care of everything.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Less than two hours later I found both my new purchases and myself hustled to the second floor hallway. Rhianne winked, wiggled her fingers at me, and left me to follow Jake into the bedroom just across from his.
 
   A full-sized canopy bed dominated the far end of the room. Matching nightstands flanked the bed, each crouching beneath windows providing a picturesque view. A closet and dresser took up most of the left wall, with a roll-top desk, chair, and door to the right.
 
   Jake reclaimed my duffel bag and set it atop the pretty blue-and-green quilt. He nodded toward an unidentified door. “That leads to the walk-in closet and your bathroom.”
 
   The thought of my own bathroom after over a week sharing with Rhianne perked me right up. He settled on the edge of my bed while I unzipped the duffel bag and began pulling clothes out. “Rhianne sure seemed eager to move me out. I hope I didn’t piss her off.”
 
   Jake’s lips quirked. “Has my family seemed hesitant to express their emotions?”
 
   I couldn’t help laughing. “Well, now that you mention it...She just seemed so happy to get me out of her hair.”
 
   “It’s not her hair she’s wanting you out of. She’s wanting you in mine.”
 
   I shook out several t-shirts and walked to the closet to hang them up. “Hmm. I haven’t decided if I want to get anywhere close to being in your hair.”
 
   Jake leaned back on his arms, grinning. “Not yet,” he corrected in much too smug a voice for my liking.
 
   “Not ever, if you keep looking like that.”
 
   “Like what?” He widened his eyes and blinked several times.
 
   “Like—like it’s completely inevitable that something will happen between us. I don’t like arrogant men.”
 
   “I’m not arrogant,” he protested; then winked. “I’m cocky.”
 
   I snickered. “There’s a difference?”
 
   “Yeah. Arrogant men are self-centered and self-serving; cocky men are self-confident but considerate of others.”
 
   “I’ll have to take your word on that, I guess.”
 
   Returning to the bed, I reached for another handful of clothing. His hand snapped over and closed around mine, tugging. I overbalanced with a barely-stifled shriek. Jake guided my fall, fitting my body against the rock hard planes of his. What surprised me more than his ambush was that our bodies melded so well together I could barely tell where his began and mine ended.
 
   “Here, let me show you just how considerate I can be,” he whispered.
 
   My breath huffed out in a soft moan as his lips descended on mine. Heat danced between us once more, this time the steady burn of a banked fire rather than the frenzy of a firestorm. Jake’s tongue slipped inside my mouth, circling with a lazy rhythm while his hands inched beneath the fabric of my shirt. A gasp escaped before I could stop it when his fingers trailed across my left side languidly before inching toward my abdomen. Banked fire stirred, sputtered, ignited into outright flame. Impatience flared. I pushed forward, hands fisting in his hair and tightening. My tongue thrust against his, demanding more.
 
   Which he gladly gave. 
 
   His tongue swirling against mine could have put a hummingbird’s wings to shame. I shuddered from the sensations sweeping through me. Before I could catch my breath, either figuratively or literally, his teeth nipped at first upper lip, then lower. He bit almost hard enough to leave a mark, and it excited the hell out of me.
 
   His hands gave up their slow march across my abdomen and darted to my bra, slipping beneath the insubstantial fabric to caress breasts that ached from the sudden force of desire. He teased them at first, dancing his fingers around first one and then the other with a feather-soft touch; and then he rubbed each full nipple between his fingers with even more force than his teeth nibbled at my lips. I found myself wanting to beg him to take me then and there; ironic because I hadn’t understood how anyone could want someone else enough to beg, as he’d threatened to make me do that first time we’d kissed.
 
   I’d been kissed before—hell, I’d been with my fair share of lovers—but none had ever touched me the way he did, both physically and emotionally. I could fall in love with this man. Realization hit with shocking force. I’d never let myself fall in love with any man, not completely. Not even Keith. Loving people meant running the risk they would break my heart and leave me all alone. Just like my adoptive parents had.
 
   Terror skittered where desire had formerly pulsed. I broke away from his lips, twisting my body and landing on the bed next to him.
 
   “What’s wrong?” He blinked, eyes clouded with a sensual haze. “Did I hurt you?”
 
   My chest rose and fell while I fought to control my ragged breath. “N—no.”
 
   He tried to make a joke of it. “What, then; not considerate enough?”
 
   No, too considerate, I thought but didn’t say out loud. “I just—” I searched for words to make him understand that wouldn’t embarrass me completely. “It’s too soon.” The truth, but not the whole truth. I wasn’t sure I would ever be ready for what he was offering me.
 
   “Fair enough.” Jake ran a hand through his hair before pushing to his feet. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—.”
 
   “Don’t apologize,” I said in a rush. “It was just a kiss.”
 
   He stared down at me for a tense moment. “Yeah, sure. Just a kiss.”
 
   His tone of voice made me feel guilty; as if I’d lied to him, or to us both.
 
   “Jake, I—”
 
   He cut me off. “I’ll leave you to settle in.”
 
   Before I could say anything else, he stepped outside and slammed the door behind him.
 
   Well, he’d been right about one thing. I never had to guess at his emotions...
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Are you sure this—friend—of yours is one of the good guys?” I picked my way through the refuse littering the alley the next evening, doing my best to ignore the stale odor of alcohol and urine peppering the air. Streetlamps flickered on, providing stingy illumination as the sun disappeared beneath the horizon.
 
   Jake glanced at me briefly, expression inscrutable. He hadn’t responded to any of the friendly overtures I’d made throughout the day. I wasn’t sure whether he was mad that I’d reacted so casually to his kiss, or that he’d kissed me in the first place. Maybe both. “You could have waited in the car.” His pace didn’t slow; in fact, he quickened it until I was scrambling to keep up, not a problem I had when walking with most men.
 
   But, as I was discovering, Jake wasn’t like most men.
 
   “He’s going to need pictures,” I pointed out reasonably.
 
   “Look. Either you trust me or you don’t. I’m getting sick of the wishy-washy routine.”
 
   My steps faltered. He had to know I trusted him. Hadn’t I come back with him when he rescued Si Si and me from Dorian? And then again when he rescued me after I’d been shot? I scowled. Come to think of it, there’d been entirely too much rescuing going on lately; which made me more determined than ever to learn everything Breena could teach me.
 
   “I’m not wishy-washy,” I muttered, folding my arms beneath my chest.
 
   He snorted. A true, honest-to-god snort. “Give me a break, Cass. You let me save you from the goons at the warehouse. Then you run away the very next day. You let me save you from Dorian’s clutches. Then you run right back into them the first chance you get. You give the words of strangers more weight than you give mine.”
 
   “That’s not true!” Heat flushed my cheeks.
 
   “It’s not? Then why didn’t you believe anything I said until—” his lips tightened, “that bastard got his hands on you? I couldn’t be trusted, but some random guy who hasn’t saved you from death could be?”
 
   I barely noticed when he stopped in front of a seedy-looking building. I took several steps past him, then noticed my footsteps were the only ones I could hear.
 
   My eyes narrowed as a thought struck. “Is that what this is about? You’re jealous of Dorian? The only reason I went to him was because my best friend trusted him!”
 
   He bristled. “I would never be jealous of that sorry sack of shit. But you do seem willing to take his word over mine.”
 
   I started to snap a reply, but managed to bite back the sarcasm just in time. Try to look at it from Jake’s point of view. He’s had to save you twice from a man he obviously detests.
 
   That reminded me of a question he’d never answered. “Who’s Bianca?”
 
   His shoulders stiffened. “What do you know about Bianca?”
 
   I rolled my eyes, exasperation lacing my voice. “Just the name, obviously, or I wouldn’t be asking who she is. You mentioned her to the sorry sack of shit. Remember?”
 
   He relaxed slightly. “Bianca’s no one you need to worry about. She’s dead. Now, do you want a new identity to go with the new you, or not?”
 
   I shivered at the lack of emotion in his voice when he spoke of the mysterious Bianca’s fate. No need to ask if she would be making a miraculous recovery. “Of course I do.”
 
   “Then shut up and trust me.”
 
   He yanked open the rusted metal door in front of him, motioning for me to enter. Biting down on my lip as hard as I could, I did so. Annoyance still bubbled through my veins, but venting that emotion would get me nowhere. I needed new identification too badly to jeopardize it now. Not that I thought he would refuse to help me if I gave him hell. He was too honorable for that.
 
   I stepped into the gloomy recesses of an empty storeroom; empty but for the cockroaches and rat scurrying across the floor. Shuddering, I waited until Jake passed and followed him down an equally dim hallway. Thankfully the rat stayed behind.
 
   Cockroaches I could handle. Rats—not so much.
 
   Doors lined the hallway. A thick chain and padlock secured one door, and two-by-fours covered another. Curiosity slowed my steps. I sniffed the air as I passed the locked door. The pungent odor of marijuana filled my nostrils and I twisted my face.
 
   “I hate that smell,” I muttered. “Reminds me of college.”
 
   Jake snickered but didn’t stop. Outside the more heavily-barricaded door, a fainter but far less pleasant smell met my nose; the stench of decay mixed with astringent cleaner meant to conceal such odors. It failed. I gagged, reminded suddenly of the only funeral I had ever attended for the not-so-dearly departed sister of my third foster mother. It took days before someone noticed she had died. No matter how much perfume they sprayed her with, the stench of an entire week’s worth of decomposition could not be camouflaged.
 
   Jake’s hand clamped around my arm. He quickened his pace, dragging me along with him. “Trust me, you don’t want to know.”
 
   For once, I agreed. I could quite happily go the rest of my life without knowing just what had caused that godawful smell.
 
   We reached the end of the hallway and emerged into a room twice the size of the storeroom. The scattered shelves and hanging racks identified it as a store, though what type wasn’t nearly so obvious. Dust-riddled books teetered precariously high on one shelf, with ancient weapons lining the inside of a nearby display case. Clothing straight from the middle ages mixed with modern, goth-inspired fashion, along with every other style in between. An entire shelf was devoted to several dozen wooden clocks, none of which appeared to work. Just across from it another glass case sat, filled with pieces of expensive electronics. And then there were the candles; candles of every size, shape, and hue took up a good half-dozen shelving units.
 
   I’d seen eclectic stores before, but this one put them all to shame.
 
   Several people wandered the haphazard aisles, squinting at us suspiciously as we passed. A woman stood behind a counter on the far side of the room. She tensed at the sound of our approach, but a smile of recognition crossed her not-quite-pretty face when she recognized Jake.
 
   “Hey J. Where ya been?” She smoothed the folds of her clingy satin top with one hand and fluffed dark blonde hair with the other.
 
   “Around,” he replied, squeezing my arm before releasing it. “Isaac in the office?”
 
   She nodded, leaning across the counter and displaying cleavage that made my own rather ample chest seem tiny in comparison. It no doubt made up for her plain face as far as men were concerned. I quickly smoothed the scowl from my face. No reason to feel jealous of this woman I didn’t even know. Even if she was all-but-drooling over Jake—and he didn’t seem to mind one bit. I'd always hated insecure women who had to cut others down to make themselves feel better.
 
   “You and your—friend—can go on back, if you want.”
 
   My fingers twitched with the overwhelming urge to smack the smirk off her face. She raised a section of the counter and Jake stepped through. I forced a smile as I trailed after. The office turned out to be a room half the size of the store. Dozens of cubicles spread out in each direction. An equal number of people tapped away at computers in each cubicle, some wearing headsets and carrying on telephone conversations. Other than the fact they all wore jeans or shorts and t-shirts, it seemed like any other corporate environment I’d been in. Only I had the sneaking suspicion I wouldn’t find this corporation listed in the Fortune 500.
 
   A slender, dark-skinned man hustled across the floor when he caught sight of us. His quizzical frown turned to a welcoming smile. “Hey, J-Man! Long time, no see!”
 
   Jake grinned in return. “Hey, Isaac. Got a sec?”
 
   Isaac turned a megawatt smile in my direction, eyes lighting with interest. He held his hand out, squeezing gently when I placed mine inside his. “Never knew you kept such pretty company, J.”
 
   Jake’s smile slipped ever-so-slightly. I tried to hide a grin of my own, but failed. Turnabout was more than fair play.
 
   “This is the wildling I mentioned earlier. We need an overhaul. Background, education, credentials. The works.”
 
   Isaac’s flirtatious demeanor vanished. He became businesslike, tongue clicking and head nodding as he considered me silently for a moment. “Come on back, then.”
 
   I took a breath, letting it out slowly. Earlier I’d been eager to take this step. Living without any identification, unable to go to work or interact with any of my old colleagues, I’d started to feel invisible. As if I didn’t exist. But now, faced with the prospect of leaving behind the person I’d once been and assuming the persona of another...I hadn’t expected to feel this much reluctance.
 
   “Cass?” Jake’s hand settled reassuringly on my shoulder.
 
   Time to take my life back; or, more accurately, forge a new one. I shrugged off his hand and stepped into the tiny office just past the last cubicle. Isaac motioned toward two rickety chairs in front of a battered metal desk. I sat, ignoring Jake when he closed the door and sat next to me.
 
   Isaac began tapping away at a wireless keyboard, his gaze focused on an oversized LCD monitor. “Got any name preferences in mind?”
 
   I bit my lip, slanting a glance at Jake from the corner of my eye. We’d never gotten around to discussing this and it was uncertain ground to me.
 
   He leaned forward. “I’m kind of partial to Cassandra.”
 
   I grinned, relaxing into my chair. “Works for me.” Would make getting used to my new name easier.
 
   Isaac’s fingers hesitated over the keys. His eyes zeroed in on my face, staring at me so intently I began to squirm.
 
   Jake frowned and crossed his arms over his chest. “Problem?”
 
   Isaac started, then typed a command into the keyboard. “There’s something you should see.” He swiveled the monitor until we could see it.
 
   I stared at my own face, mouth widening when I noticed the caption beneath the year-old photo. “Missing: Beloved Daughter and Friend. Reward for information leading to her recovery, dead or alive.”
 
   The last phrase sent shivers running down my spine. My eyes skimmed over the rest of the electronic brochure. It listed everything about me; name, date of birth, home and work addresses, and last known whereabouts the night of the fire; my height, weight, and other physical characteristics; even my blood type. Last of all, a phone number anyone having information on my whereabouts could contact.
 
   “Shit.” Jake ran a hand through his hair, raising spikes similar to the ones his sister wore.
 
   I forced my attention off his hair and onto the man behind the desk. “What does that mean?”
 
   Jake answered for him. “It’s a contract, sweetheart.”
 
   My hands knotted together in my lap. Nausea swept through my stomach because I suspected I knew what he meant. “What kind of contract?”
 
   “A contract on your life.”
 
   Blood rushed into my head, making me dizzy. “A contract like—hit men?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “But who—”
 
   His hand settled on mine. “The Stalkers.”
 
   My mouth opened and closed several times. Finally I managed to choke out, “Why would they do that? They think I’m already dead. Don’t they?” The last few words emerged as a high-pitched squeak.
 
   Isaac turned the monitor back around. “Apparently not, darlin. They only take out conventional contracts on people they are particularly hot to trot for. Ones they think are exceptionally dangerous, or have caused them lots of trouble.” He tilted his head speculatively. “I’ve never seen them take one out on a wildling. Just what have you two been up to?”
 
   “Forget that.” Jake’s voice carried an edge. “And once you finish the overhaul, forget we were ever in here.”
 
   Isaac raised his hands. “No problem, J. You have my Freeholders’ support. Consider it as good as forgotten.”
 
   Freeholders; yet another term unfamiliar to me. I couldn’t even summon the energy to ask what it meant. Instead, I just wiped my eyes tiredly and wondered if Breena was right about me being too great a liability. Would that ever change?
 
   The two went back and forth with questions and answers for the next hour. I sat there, too numb to participate, although I responded when Jake asked direct questions. Once the Q and A session ended, Isaac lead me into a nearby room set up as a makeshift photo studio. He took pictures of me in front of several different backgrounds, having me change into a couple different shirts kept on hand for just such a purpose. After that, he spread the pictures out among several workers, along with printouts of the background he and Jake had concocted and instructions for each aspect of my new identity.
 
   Several hours later, I was the proud owner of a brand-new birth certificate, Social Security card, driver’s license, and passport, all in the name of Cassandra Jacobs. Jake had chosen that last name, no doubt in an effort to make me smile. And maybe I would—later.
 
   Isaac assured me that the details of my carefully-concocted educational and employment background would check out. Apparently I’d studied abroad in Europe, graduating with high honors from Oxford in a branch of science similar to the degrees I’d actually earned from SLU. Choosing an alternate university had been easy when they discovered I’d actually studied there for a summer during undergrad.
 
   Isaac handed me a manila folder before we left. “A few more details of your background. You’ll want to memorize them. All the paperwork we couldn’t put together in one day will be finished in a week or so. I’ll contact J and let him know when to pick it up.”
 
   I nodded, clutching the folder to my chest. “Thanks.”
 
   He patted me on the back, looking like he wanted to say something else. Instead, he just wished us luck.
 
   The sun had set by the time we stepped outside. The alley’s odors didn’t seem quite so unpleasant after passing the boarded-up door a second time. Jake walked a few steps ahead of me, eyes scanning the surroundings. He paused a dozen feet away from a Dumpster near the end of the block.
 
   I smacked into his back. “Oof! Warn a girl next time.”
 
   He held up a hand, attention never wavering from the Dumpster. I peeked around him but didn’t find any reason for his strange fascination.
 
   “Um, Jake, if you’re hungry I can cook when we—”
 
   A tingle whispered through my body. I paused, frowning at the unfamiliar sensation. Somewhere nearby, fire stirred. A tiny amount, to be sure, but enough for me to notice.
 
   “Jake,” I murmured, sniffing the air. “Something’s wrong.”
 
   He took a hesitant step forward.
 
   Movement flickered. Lightning-quick and moving closer to us. No, not us. Closer to the Dumpster.
 
   “Stop!” I grabbed his shoulder. “It’s a trap!”
 
   Jake, acting on instinct of his own, flung me to the ground and covered my body with his. A solid wall of concrete and earth rose up before us just as the spark of fire hit the Dumpster. Blinding white light flared, sending a concussion of heat and noise radiating outward. A raging inferno speared our way, hit the wall, and stopped. Jake jerked his right arm up and then down. The concrete and dirt wall folded over the fire, collapsing back into place along the alleyway and snuffing out the flame.
 
   Jake jumped to his feet. He helped me stand, seeming to glance in every direction at once.
 
   “You all right?”
 
   “Fine. But what the hell was that?”
 
   “Someone trying to fulfill the contract. Which means Isaac has a mol—” He shoved me down behind the charred remains of the Dumpster. “Stay down!”
 
   He took off toward the nearby street, pounding after a shadowy figure running in the opposite direction. I scowled, pushing myself back to my feet.
 
   “No need to be so rough,” I muttered, brushing dirt off the portion of my elbow now scraped raw.
 
   “Oh, yes there is,” a female voice hissed in my ear.
 
   Before I could react, someone kicked my feet out from under me and I slammed onto the concrete once more. Jagged rocks poked against my skin, making me wince, but I tried to ignore the distraction of pain. A woman clad in tight blue jeans and a black leather jacket stood over me, a slim but deadly-looking pistol aimed at my head.
 
   Jesus, this is getting beyond old!
 
   I tensed, but she merely kept the gun pointed toward me. Stalkers tended to shoot first and ask questions never when confronting Elementals. That she didn’t must mean...
 
   She’s just a regular old assassin.
 
   That shouldn’t have necessarily made me feel any better, but it did. After all, she didn’t know what she was up against.
 
   I decided to play dumb. “What the—who are you? What’s going on?”
 
   She brought the point of a high-heeled boot down on my abdomen, pushing roughly. I grunted. What sort of moronic assassin wears heels anyway?
 
   “I talk, you listen. Got it?”
 
   I nodded, letting some of my fear show through. It couldn’t hurt to let her think she had me cowed.
 
   “The man chasing my partner. He’s your only bodyguard?”
 
   “He’s not my—” I started, breaking off when she increased the pressure on my stomach. Okay, she wasn’t in the mood for the truth. “Yes, he’s the only one.”
 
   She regarded me for a moment, then nodded in satisfaction. “Clasp your hands and hold them up. Slowly.”
 
   I strained to hear the sound of Jake returning after having dispatched Little Miss Leather’s partner. So far, nothing. I let out a breath and complied. It wasn’t like Jake couldn’t zap anything she bound me with, so long as it wasn’t made of anything syntheti—
 
   She pulled plastic zip ties from her jacket pocket.
 
   Great. I closed my eyes and listened to the night air while she wrapped the plastic around my wrist and pulled. Still no footsteps, or even the telltale rumble of earth that often accompanied the use of Jake’s powers. Just great.
 
   Well, I’d been eager to start saving myself. No time like the present.
 
   “Get up. Your bodyguard’s already dead, so don’t be stupid. The contract said dead or alive.” She smiled, a cold expression devoid of any humor. “And I have absolutely no problem with dead.”
 
   I struggled to my feet, working even harder on attaining the sense of calm I needed to access the elemental plane. Easier said than done, with Little Miss Leather shoving her gun in my back and ordering me to walk.
 
   Concentrate. You only have to do this once!
 
   Breena would have laughed at that statement. I still failed six in ten tries when practicing, and that was without psychopaths trying to blow me up or shoot me.
 
   A dark-colored van pulled into the alley and jerked to a stop several dozen feet away from us. The side door opened and two men with automatic weapons pointed them in our direction. This night just gets better and better. The woman’s gun ground into my back, urging me to go faster. I deliberately slowed my steps and ignored her muffled curse. If I let her herd me into that van, I was dead—one way or the other. This time, most likely for good.
 
   The sound of her gun cocking made me swallow. “Move faster or stop moving entirely.”
 
   I closed my eyes, pouring every ounce of willpower into embracing the elemental realm. Desperation leant a strength of mind that went a long way toward making up for my lack of finesse. My senses sharpened and my eyes snapped open. Bands of red, green, blue, and white light flitted through the air, granting an ethereal quality to the physical world. I reached for the nearest group of red energy and scooped it up with otherworldly hands—and then I froze. I couldn’t think of a single thing to do to her that wouldn’t be fatal.
 
   “I said, move it!” she growled, shoving me forward.
 
   I ended up on the ground again, knees stinging from the force of my haphazard landing. Anger surged through my body, replacing any reluctance to hurt her. I pushed to my feet and raised both hands.
 
   She eyed my empty hands with derision. “What, are you going to wave me to death?”
 
   “No.” I smiled sweetly. “I’m going to burn you.”
 
   She got off a round before I could. Speed came at the sacrifice of accuracy, and the bullet grazed my shoulder rather than hitting anything vital. The pain was only slightly worse than slamming into the concrete had been. I bared my teeth. Fire rained out from my hands in several fist-sized balls. They impacted her at chest and legs, flames catching on denim and leather and beginning to eat at both fabrics. She cried out, patting at jacket and jeans ineffectually. When that didn’t slow the flames, her expression grew as hot as the fire and she raised her gun to squeeze another round.
 
   I didn’t give her a chance to get it off.
 
   Pulling on as much elemental energy as I could manage, I formed a single solid ball of fire and hurled it toward her. She screamed just before it hit, collapsing to the ground as flames engulfed her body. The scent of charred hair and flesh nearly made me retch, but I spun to face the van. The men’s hands were frozen on the triggers of their weapons, their eyes as wide as frightened deer and mouths slack with shock. My movement broke them out of their momentary paralysis. They ducked onto the floor of the van, raising their weapons as if they had practiced the move many times. I threw myself onto the ground, rolling toward the nearest wall and reaching desperately for more bands of red energy. But there was nothing for me to pull on, at least nothing I could reach.
 
   Fuck! I hit the wall hard, body already tensing for the inevitable spray of bullets, but it didn’t come.
 
   Green light flashed in the corner of my vision. The ground beneath the van surged, throwing the vehicle several feet into the air and slamming it out onto the street, upside down. Curses and agonized shouts echoed in the air. I scrabbled to my feet, knowing that true professionals wouldn’t let a little thing like broken bones or bleeding organs stop them from finishing the job.
 
   Tires squealed behind me. I whirled, terrified at the thought of more assassins, but a black sports car braked to a stop mere inches away.
 
   “Get in!” Jake revved the engine, waiting for me to haul myself over the car door, Duke-style. He slammed down on the gas before my butt even contacted the seat.
 
   I made the mistake of glancing back. Fire ate at the woman, burning hotter than any natural fire should, leaving behind little but bone. Her screams had long since stopped, but they echoed in my ears just the same. I had actually used my power to kill someone.
 
   Bile rose in my throat, and I barely managed to stick my head over the side of the car in time.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
   The city scenery flashed by in a blur. Jake waited for me to finish being sick over the side of his oh-so-expensive car, then handed me a wet wipe pulled from the glove compartment.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   A bitter laugh escaped. “Oh sure, perfect. I just fried some poor woman to a crisp with the power of my fucked-up mind.”
 
   “Bullshit. She was a contract killer, Cass. Hardly poor, and certainly not innocent.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around myself and shivered. “Okay, maybe she did deserve to die, and better her than me. But the way she died. Nobody deserves to die like that.”
 
   He arched a brow. “Dead is dead, sweetheart.”
 
   “Not for us,” I retorted.
 
   “Is that why you feel so bad? Would killing make it easier if you thought she might come back from it?”
 
   I ran a hand through my hair. “Fuck. I don’t know. Maybe.”
 
   He shook his head. “It doesn’t.”
 
   “You mean you’ve...”
 
   “Killed another Elemental? More than once. And trust me, it doesn’t feel any better knowing they may be resurrected. Makes it worse, sometimes. They might come after you later to finish what you didn’t.”
 
   I licked my lips, wanting to ask him what possible reason he would have to kill others of his—of our—kind; but then I realized I wasn’t ready for the answer. “You said something back there about Isaac having a mole.”
 
   His lips tightened into a grim line. “Yeah. I didn’t tell anyone where we were going, and I made sure we weren’t followed. Since they didn’t ambush us at the car, that tells me they just knew to wait for us in the alley. So somebody there recognized you, but didn’t know me.”
 
   “There were a lot of people in there. How can we figure out who’s the traitor?”
 
   “There were only a few Elementals in there I didn’t know, so we’ll start there. Isaac will give whatever help we need. The Freeholders do not take kindly to traitors.”
 
   “Freeholders?”
 
   He checked the rearview mirror for any sign of pursuit, then swerved to the side of the road and parked. “Elementals who form Quatrains do not always become members of a clan. Some remain very independent, only loosely tying themselves to groups known as Freeholders. They retain a lot of autonomy, although most are willing to work with clans or other groups when necessary.”
 
   “And Isaac leads one of these groups?”
 
   He craned his head back, peering intently at the darkness behind us. Shadows crouched in the areas untouched by streetlamps or headlights. The lack of light didn’t seem to bother him at all. “Yeah. It’s an elected position, and he’s been Steward of his group longer than any other I’ve ever seen. He cares about his people, he’s sharp as a whip and makes them a ton of money, but he’s ruthless when he has to be. Freeholders don’t have to make many vows to their groups—unlike clans—but the one and only absolute law is loyalty.”
 
   I curved my lips in a tight smile. “Well then, we’ll just have to help Isaac teach this Freeholder the true meaning of loyalty.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   We didn’t have long to wait for our chance. Jake made a few phone calls once we reached the house. I showed off my new identification to Rhianne, filling her in on the attack in the alleyway. She echoed Jake’s reassurances that I hadn’t converted to the Dark Side when I killed Little Miss Leather, especially since I’d been acting in self-defense. I pretended to agree, though deep inside I had my doubts. Neither Jake nor Rhianne, brought up knowing what they were and taught to embrace their powers, could understand the doubts plaguing me.
 
   How could they, when I didn’t fully understand them myself?
 
   This is stupid. If you’d wrestled her gun away and shot her you wouldn’t be feeling nearly this conflicted. Sorry you had to kill someone, but not—evil—that you defended your life.
 
   By the time Jake finished his phone calls an hour later, Rhianne had launched into a rant about the dangers of allowing Freeholders such loose reins—ironic, coming from someone who prized her own freedom of expression almost fanatically—and apparently a bone of contention between her and Jake.
 
   “Don’t be stupid, Jake! Of course every group of Freeholders should be forced to take an oath of fealty to the clans. To a clan, if nothing else.”
 
   He quirked a brow, lips lifting in a sardonic twist. “Listen to yourself, Rhianne. They should be forced to take an oath? Sort of defeats the whole purpose, doesn’t it?”
 
   She grunted, hands fisting in the silky spikes of her hair and tugging. The habit made her seem even younger than 21. “You know what I mea—” Her eyes grew unfocused and she shivered despite the warmth of the evening, a clear sign her Selkie’s ability to scry the surroundings had kicked in. “They’re here.”
 
   Jake didn’t ask who, and I didn’t bother, trailing them both closely when they hustled through the kitchen and out into the garage. A dark, late-model van backed into the empty slot where Rhianne usually parked her scooter. The side door slid open with a bang and several people poured outside. Isaac appeared from the front passenger seat, nodding at those milling around the van. They moved to the rear, unlocked the doors, and opened them to reveal a bound and gagged woman struggling on the floor.
 
   She raised angry brown eyes surrounded by a plain Jane face and dark blonde hair, mumbling curses behind the wad of cloth stuffed in her mouth. Someone jerked her up and out of the van, setting her on the garage floor with a rough gesture. When I saw her overly ample chest heaving with the force of emotion, I finally recognized her: the woman who had flirted with Jake at the front counter. My fingers tightened and I glanced at Jake out of the corner of my eyes. He regarded the traitor silently, fists clenched and face as expressionless as stone. Despite the way he held himself, I knew he was honestly shocked by the identity of the mole. He’d expected it to be someone he didn’t know.
 
   Not someone he has some sort of history with.
 
   I frowned, biting back the tinge of jealousy eating at my heart. The casual way he’d responded to her come-on had seemed to suggest the two had never gone beyond mere flirtation. Now, I wasn’t so sure.
 
   Isaac stepped forward, shoving the woman to her knees in front of Jake. He kneeled half a step behind her, hands crossed over his chest and head bowed low, reminding me of a picture I’d once seen of a medieval lord accepting obeisance from his vassals—which was exactly the way the scene played out.
 
   “For the grievous insult done to you and yours by me and mine, I offer heartfelt sorrow. For whatever injuries this woman has wrought upon your kin, I offer full and complete recompense. By the ties of friendship between your clan and my Freeholders, I offer tears for tears, blood for blood, and flesh for flesh. Let swift and sure justice be done.”
 
   Jake bowed from the waist, eyes focused on the woman cowering before him. “For the grievous insult done to me and mine by you and yours, I accept heartfelt sorrow. For whatever injuries this woman has wrought upon my kin, I accept full and complete recompense. By the ties of friendship between your Freeholders and my clan, I accept tears for tears, blood for blood, and flesh for flesh.” The way he enunciated the last two phrases brought shivers to my spine. “Let swift and sure justice be done.”
 
   Jake turned and headed back into the house. Isaac rose to his feet, gesturing to two of his companions. They grabbed the woman and herded her after Jake. Rhianne touched my arm, tugging me along in their wake, Isaac and the others bringing up the rear.
 
   I rubbed the gooseflesh pricking my skin. The exchange that had just passed between Isaac and Jake had seemed some sort of ancient ritual. Their words promised a trial of sorts for the traitor in our midst—and I had the uneasy feeling swift and sure justice meant she would be tried, convicted, and sentenced in one fell swoop. I drew up short at the threshold to the workroom where Breena and I practiced, but Rhianne nudged me inside so everyone else could file past. They arranged themselves around the circle of candles. The traitor stood in the center of the circle, body held in a rigid line. Her eyes darted about the room as if they were the only things she could move.
 
   Rhianne whispered in my ear, “I have to stand as Jake’s second. Just stay here and keep quiet unless an Arbiter directs a question to you.” She squeezed my hand, closed the door behind us, then scurried across the room to stand to one side and slightly behind Jake.
 
   Isaac stood directly across from Jake, at the southernmost edge of the circle. Two women assumed positions to the east and west. The others ranged around the candles, several paces back of the four cardinal points.
 
   A tingle swept through me when one woman gestured and the line of candles burst to life, one after another like a set of dominoes. I shifted to elemental vision. Scarlet energy raged through the room and formed a line around the candles; a shimmering line of red that extended from floor to ceiling and seemed patchy in spots. The second woman raised her hands. Wind rushed through the room, whipping hair to and fro. The candle flames sputtered wildly—though none went out. White bands of energy threaded through the red light surrounding the traitor, filling in some of the threadbare portions of the pulsating barrier.
 
   Isaac made no gestures, but I knew it was him who summoned blue strands of power. Humidity blanketed the room, causing beads of moisture to form on every exposed inch of my flesh. Blue light flared and then flooded into the red and white barrier with almost audible force.
 
   Jake’s eyes met mine from across the room. He hesitated a moment. I felt like he wanted to say something to me—perhaps reassure me—but he didn’t. He jerked both hands forward and then back. Green arcs shot out to each side, bouncing around the circle several times until the floor beneath the candles raised several inches into the air. The woman’s body jerked even more rigidly. Her eyes rolled up toward her forehead, blinking too rapidly for individual motions to be made out. But whether from fear or the affects of magic, I couldn’t tell.
 
   Jake’s voice rang out into the silence. “By right of law both old and new, the circle is raised and these people do stand witness to this trial. The elements themselves surround the accused and demand that only truth be spoken here. As senior clan member and injured party, I claim the right to bear grievance.”
 
   Isaac glanced around the circle. “As Steward for these Freeholders, I claim the right to serve as Chief Arbiter. My word, and that of my fellow Arbiters, will hold sway over the accused and her fate. Let swift and sure justice be done.”
 
   He nodded at Jake. “Please bear grievance against the accused.”
 
   “This woman is accused of betraying the ties of friendship binding her Steward with my clan. Her actions brought about a physical attack against my potential bondmate and myself, nearly caused our deaths and capture by Stalkers, and led to the deaths of two mortals.
 
   “I bear witness that treason leading to attempted murder and murder is her crime.”
 
   Pain flickered through Isaac’s eyes, then disappeared as suddenly as it arrived. “Will any others bear witness against the accused?”
 
   One of the men I recognized from the office stepped to the edge of the circle. “I bear witness that this woman has often tried to attract this Dragon’s attention, hoping to become his bondmate. When he made it clear he was uninterested in forming a Quatrain with her, she pretended to be interested in a mere liaison. However, after he ended their affair, she tried to fake a pregnancy to force him to give her clan status.
 
   He took a deep breath before finishing. “I bear witness that jealousy is her motive.”
 
   The woman’s eyes shot daggers at the man, who bore a striking resemblance to her. His hair was darker and his eyes gray instead of brown, but the shape of his face named them relatives.
 
   “How is it that you know these things?”
 
   The man closed his eyes, lips trembling. “Because she is my sister, and confided some of them to me. The rest I learned from others I trust.”
 
   Isaac nodded, accepting his testimony. “Will any others bear witness against the accused?”
 
   A second man moved forward. “I bear witness that this woman made a call from her cell phone moments after this Dragon and his potential bondmate left her presence. A later check of her call log proved that she contacted the phone number listed on the contract for Cassidy Grant’s life.
 
   “I bear witness that this is evidence of her crime.”
 
   One by one, her fellow Freeholders provided further insight into the hows and whys behind her act of treason. None—not even her brother or closest friend—spoke up on her behalf. Like Jake had said, the absolute law for all Freeholders was loyalty. Loyalty to one’s fellow Freeholders and those people considered allies. She had broken that law, and not even those who loved her most would make excuses for her crime.
 
   Because to betray one was to betray all.
 
   I wrapped my arms around myself and listened to the tangled web their words wove. Jealousy that this woman wanted Jake for her own gave way to shock that someone I barely knew could want me dead. I didn’t even know her name! Everyone referred to her as the accused, this woman, and once, this Phoenix.
 
   At least the Stalkers had a logical reason for wanting me dead; not that I agreed with their views, but they truly believed magic to be blasphemy against God and Elementals too dangerous to be allowed to wield it. This woman...she just wanted me dead so she could try and get back inside Jake’s pants.
 
   Isaac’s fists clenched as he directed his attention to the woman in the middle of the circle. “Zoe Stevens, you stand accused of treason against both Freeholders and clan. Evidence and testimony have been presented that bear this out. Do you have anything to say in your defense?”
 
   The woman’s body sagged slightly. She collected herself with utmost dignity, eyes burning with quiet fire and lips pressed in a thin line. Those eyes passed over everyone ranged against her, as if memorizing each person who had dared speak out against her.
 
   Her gaze met mine last of all. She drew herself up straight, baring her teeth in an unpleasant smile. “Oh yes, I have something to say, all right.” Spittle flew from her mouth and she pointed at me. “This wretched woman is a curse upon us all. She will bring her father’s fury down on both Freeholder and Beholden alike, and her freakish gift will be our doom!”
 
   Jake tensed and shuffled half a step forward. Rhianne put a hand on his shoulder, stopping him.
 
   The woman—Zoe Stevens—ranted on. “Only through this woman’s eternal death can we be saved. Only by sacrificing her to those who seek her can disaster be averted. I have not the gift of prophecy, but I See this clearly. She must die!”
 
   Jake shoved aside his sister’s hand and stepped inside the circle. Earth energy flared and then washed away from the barrier in a sluggish stream. The raised dais slid back to ground level, stone shrieking as it did. The woman whirled to face him, expression softening as she reached a hand toward him beseechingly; but he was in no mood for mercy. His hand closed around the cotton material of her t-shirt and jerked her up. Her feet pedaled uselessly in the air and her hands scrabbled for something to hold onto, but when they tried to fasten onto Jake’s shoulders, some unseen barrier repelled them.
 
   “You stupid bitch,” Jake rasped, eyes bulging with anger and mouth forming a nasty sneer I’d never seen on his face before. “I should choke the life from your neck this very minute. I told you that if you ever tried to manipulate me again, I would kill you with my bare hands. When you petitioned me for forgiveness, I gave it. I even kept your shame secret so no others would treat you differently, and this is how you repay me?”
 
   Terror skittered across her face. By the way she clenched her jaw and stared into his eyes, I knew she was just as shocked by Jake’s berserk rage as I was.
 
   “You don’t understand. I’m trying to save you, save us al—”
 
   He barked a loud laugh, though fury still lined every ounce of his face. “Save me? The only woman I need to be saved from is you. You aren’t worth the air you breathe, much less the earth you walk upon.”
 
   The floor beneath our feet rumbled. I grabbed onto the wall to steady myself.
 
   Rhianne shook herself. “Jake, stop!” she cried, but he ignored her words. She threw a look of frustration my direction, then took several steps forward, crossing the threshold of candles herself. Everyone else—Isaac included—stood frozen in place, eyes locked upon Jake as if he were a rabid dog and they frightened rabbits.
 
   “Don’t do this, Jake. The Arbiters have not yet spoken. If you kill her now, you will be the murderer.”
 
   Emotions washed across his face, each seeming an overly dramatic caricature of itself. His body started trembling—except for the arms holding Zoe aloft. Green sparks danced in the air around him, coming together to form larger flares that then faded back into individual wisps of light. They swirled toward him, forming a brilliant corona of earth energy that rotated around his head in random, blindingly fast patterns.
 
   Rhianne’s voice grew more desperate. “This isn’t you, Jake. It’s the wildness. THIS ISN’T YOU!”
 
   The energy pulsed, glowing more brightly and expanding toward the rest of his body. Unsure exactly what I was witnessing, some deep-seeded instinct screamed at me to act. I rushed forward, darting around the people in my way and across the swiftly-unraveling barrier of magical energy at the center of the room. Isaac opened his mouth to protest, but Rhianne made a sharp motion with her hand and retreated.
 
   “Jake,” I called softly, stopping mere inches away from him. Recognition lit in his eyes but he didn’t move. “Jake, put her down. You don’t want to do this.”
 
   He laughed again, the harsh sound raising gooseflesh on my skin. “Oh yes I do.”
 
   I licked my lips, trying to reconcile the usually charming if sometimes bossy Jake I knew with the snarling mound of temper in front of me. Even at his angriest, I’d never seen him this—out of control. No wonder they’re all so scared of the wildness... I shivered, then gathered the tattered shreds of my courage. Jake had saved me twice already; I could do no less for him.
 
   “Fine then, but I don’t want you to do this. Not for me. If you do this, I will leave. This time for good!”
 
   Shudders racked his body. Anguish and rage battled for supremacy, flashing through his eyes in quick succession. He growled suddenly, dropping both arms and thrusting Zoe away. Her feet contacted the ground hard. She stumbled, letting out a pained squeak and dropping to her knees. Jake’s hand snaked out and he brought me against his body. I bit back a cry of my own, grabbing onto his side to steady myself. He dragged me backward, glaring around himself as if daring anyone to lay a hand on me. Once both our feet stepped outside the circle, he summoned earth energy and sent it flowing back into the barrier.
 
   Several sighs of relief sounded. Isaac glanced to each side and then nodded. “The evidence has been heard, and the accused has spoken in her own defense. What say each Arbiter?”
 
   The Phoenix cleared her throat. Her eyes appeared troubled, but her voice sounded as steady as stone. “As for the charge of treason leading to attempted murder and murder, I say the accused is guilty. She knowingly and willfully committed these crimes and does not deserve mercy.”
 
   Zoe lurched to her feet and launched herself toward the Arbiter. Her body met the barrier with a sickening thud, sparks of elemental energy shimmering where flesh met magic.
 
   The Phoenix narrowed her eyes, regarding her would-be attacker with contempt. “I bear witness that the accused is guilty of the grievance brought against her.”
 
   The Gryphon nodded, sharp features pinched even sharper when she echoed the other woman’s statement word for word. Zoe shouted curses at both women, though they sounded perilously close to Jake’s ravings of moments before.
 
   Isaac raised his hands to each side, voice taking on a deep, formal cadence. “As for the charge of treason leading to attempted murder and murder, I say the accused is guilty. She knowingly and willfully committed these crimes and does not deserve mercy.
 
   “I bear witness that the accused is guilty of the grievance brought against her. As Chief Arbiter and Steward of this guild, I further bear witness that there is only one mete punishment for her crimes.” He brought his hands together, three brisk, loud claps. Jake tightened his arm around me, nearly to the point of pain. “She will be stripped, branded, and exiled.”
 
   “No!” Zoe screamed, head moving wildly as she sought some small vestige of mercy. “Death! I demand that death be the penalty for my crimes. Death and beheading as is proper!”
 
   Isaac’s lips twisted in a harsh facsimile of humor. “And since you make that demand, death shall be denied. As the only things you hold dear in this world are greed, power, and status, they shall be denied you in both this life and the next.”
 
   He clapped his hands three times more. “Zoe Stevens, no longer shall your name be written in our rolls. No longer shall your name ring in our ears as friend and sister. No longer shall your name be spoken of as Freeholder. You are stripped of all that you once were and all status you once held among us. And so shall you be stripped of your abilities to dance with Fire.”
 
   She erupted at this pronouncement, mouth frothing with spit as she rained curses down on every single person present—most especially me. Isaac motioned, banishing the strands of Water threading through the barrier, and barking orders to several people. They hurried forward, pacifying the ranting woman with both physical and magical force and dragging her out of the room. One by one, the others followed, until only Isaac, Rhianne, Jake, and I remained.
 
   Isaac crossed the now-empty circle. Jake clutched me closer and bared his teeth, reminding me of a wolf defending his territory—or his mate.
 
   I shifted uncomfortably. Rhianne moved to Jake’s other side, nudging him none too gently. He loosened his grip. Slightly. 
 
   Isaac cleared his throat. When he spoke, his voice retained much of its earlier formality. “I just want to apologize again. That one of my Freeholders did this—”
 
   Jake gestured abruptly. “Don’t be stupid, Isaac. You aren’t responsible for the crimes your people commit. Not even clan Firsts go so far as to take on that burden.”
 
   Rhianne relaxed the tension gripping her body. She rocked back on her heels. “You know this changes nothing between us, Isaac. You dealt with the traitor swiftly, and justice will be done.”
 
   Isaac nodded, lips drawn in a grim line. “Yes, just as soon as I can convene a Quorum. She will be guarded closely until then.”
 
   Jake exhaled, finally allowing his arm to drop away from me. “See that she is, Isaac. If I see her again...she will get the death and beheading she begged for.”
 
   Isaac bowed his head. “As you say. I’ll call you when the rest of the paperwork comes in. Rhianne, Cass, take great care for the next few days. Traitor though she may be, Zoe’s predictions have a penchant for holding at least partially true.” He glanced at Jake. “So please, all of you take care.”
 
   He strode away before I could answer. Rhianne murmured that she would lock up behind them and scurried after, which left me alone with Jake. He thrust both hands in his pockets and glanced down at the floor. “I’m sorry you had to go through all that. Sorry you had to see all that.”
 
   “None of that was your fault.” He started to protest, but I cut him off. “None of it,” I said fiercely.
 
   “I should just take you to the farm and make Mom finish your training there. It would be safer.”
 
   “Would it really? What with the clan Elders and... Liam...there?”
 
   He shook his head. “Liam could be dealt with. The Elders, though...they would find this whole situation a grand puzzle to be solved. And before you or I knew it, we would be bound and you tied to the clan so tightly you could never escape.”
 
   The image of him heaving Zoe off the floor and threatening to murder her right then and there played through my mind. I shivered. “Would that be such a bad thing?”
 
   “Yes.” He gritted the word past his teeth as if it tasted foul. “I won’t bind myself to someone who’s not completely sure she wants the bond; who’s not completely sure of me.”
 
   “That’s not fair,” I protested.
 
   “Fair? You want to speak of what’s fair? I go 75 years without the wildness so much as giving the slightest twinge, then from the very moment it draws me to you it progresses the span of years in a matter of weeks. And now, when I would rather woo and court you, I must rush you along with hardly the chance to teach you what you are. What we are, and can be together.”
 
   I stomped a foot down on the stone floor. “I won’t have this on my conscience, Jake. I’ll not have you going insane because I was too scared to commit to you. I’ll bond with you. Tonight, if need be!”
 
   He stalked across the room, snarling over his shoulder, “To hell with that, Cassidy. I’ll not have your pity, and I’ll not have you bond with me just to save my sanity. When you choose to bond with me—when, not if—it will be because you can’t imagine life without me. It will be because you trust me more than you trust yourself. It will be because you truly understand just what promises you will be making. Only then will I bond with you, wildness be damned!”
 
   He stormed out of the workroom, solid metal door banging behind him, leaving me staring after him with mouth wide open, wondering whether I felt guilty because he sensed my reluctance to bond with him, or for the very fact I felt that reluctance.
 
   Maybe both...
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Fire raged, cutting me off from safety no matter which way I turned. Annoyance bubbled inside, making it difficult to seek the calm necessary to embrace the elemental plane. Awareness tingled and I barely managed to duck a fireball in time. I cursed, batting at my hair and backpedaling as far as the ring of flame would allow. Definitely time to rethink my strategy. This wasn’t working at all.
 
   My lips twisted with sour humor. Who was I kidding? I didn’t have a strategy. That was the whole problem.
 
   Scarlet energy pulsed and slammed into me with inhuman force. I flew through the air, landing flat on my back in the midst of flame. It licked at my clothing, eating holes in the fabric before I managed to leap away from the ring of fire.
 
   “Enough, girl!” Breena stomped through the flames, making an impatient gesture and banishing them with an ease that had me sighing. “Where the bloody hell is your head today? Certainly not here.” She gestured at my singed clothing. “Protecting those from harm should be mere child’s play, even for you.”
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at her. “Child’s play? What with rings of fire followed by fireballs followed by some spell I can’t even fathom meant to make me lose my cool. And you think protecting my clothing in the middle of all that chaos is child’s play?”
 
   Suddenly my lips trembled and tears pricked at my eyes. I dug my fingernails into the flesh of my arms, trying to concentrate on physical pain rather than emotional turmoil; not that I succeeded.
 
   Sympathy flickered through Breena’s eyes, there and gone so fast I began to doubt I’d seen it. She smoothed her cotton blouse, giving me a moment to compose myself. “What happened between you and Jake?”
 
   I started. Surely he hadn’t told her how hesitant I was to bond with him. She disliked me enough without adding that to it. No mother thought any woman was good enough for her son, least of all someone who wasn’t sure how she felt about said son.
 
   “N...nothing.” I struggled to sound casual, though the way she rolled her eyes indicated I hadn’t fooled her.
 
   Bitter old woman doesn’t miss anything, I thought sourly, not caring how silly that statement sounded since she didn’t look much older than me.
 
   “Nothing my arse. Between him unwilling to look me in the eyes and you more inept than usual, it’s obvious something happened last night; especially considering that I haven’t seen you two so much as look at each other today.”
 
   Rather than answering her straight out, I made a request of my own. “Tell me about the wildness.”
 
   “Why do you want to know?” Her eyes narrowed. “It’s too early for you to be feeling even its slightest touch.”
 
   I paced to the far side of the workroom, mind racing to fasten onto some excuse that would pass muster, but I couldn’t think of any lie that would satisfy her. Besides, I’d had my fill of lies and half-truths the past few days.
 
   “Not me. Jake.”
 
   She stalked across the room, stance as stiff as any hissing cat’s. “What do you mean, Jake? He hasn’t mentioned anything about the wildness. He would have...” Her voice trailed away and she frowned. “This explains much. Why he was so quick to brush off the Elders’ warnings about seeking an unknown wildling. Why he seemed so sure you were the one he was meant to bond with, no matter my own doubts.” She grabbed my wrist in a firm grasp. “What has he told you about this? What happened that he would speak of it to you and not his own mother?”
 
   I pushed her hand away with a scowl. “My answer first. Tell me about the wildness.”
 
   She muttered an oath, folding both arms across her chest and glaring. My gaze didn’t waver. “You know about wildlings such as yourself. Solitary Elementals with no ties to clan, usually orphans whose mothers died giving birth and raised by mortals with no clue of the powers they will someday command. If a clan doesn’t find them to show them how to ward off the wildness, they will quickly go insane.”
 
   “Or Freeholders.”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “If a clan or group of Freeholders doesn’t find them, you mean.”
 
   She sniffed. “Better for the wildlings that a clan takes them in, but yes. If they are lucky enough to fall in with a good group of Freeholders, then they can likely form a Quatrain and avoid the wildness.”
 
   “If this is an affliction of wildlings, why is it touching Jake, and so quickly?”
 
   Surprise flashed in her eyes. “I didn’t know...It’s not an affliction of wildlings alone. They are just the ones who most often die from it; or pass the point of saving and need to be put down once they start hurting others.”
 
   She ran a hand along her face, voice suddenly sounding tired. “Bonding isn’t a simple matter of randomly selecting three other Elementals and forming a Quatrain. It takes two pairs—usually two mating pairs—who are both emotionally and magically compatible. Some people may be compatible with any number of Elementals, while others may only be compatible with one or two. Some only need to search a year before finding a potential bondmate. For others, it may take several decades.”
 
   “Like Jake,” I murmured.
 
   She hesitated, then nodded. “Yes, like Jake. And I’m simplifying a lot of this. You should already know all this. It’s bloody difficult explaining it to someone who barely understands our culture.”
 
   I accepted her sudden outburst for what it was; fear and concern for her son spilling over. “You’re doing well so far.”
 
   She pursed her lips. “Some, for whatever reason, take a significantly longer time to find potential bondmates than others. When this happens to wildlings, normally they die. But with the support of a clan...” She rolled her eyes, “...or a group of Freeholders, unbound Elementals can make it quite some time before the wildness becomes a problem. But once it does, matters can degenerate very quickly.”
 
   Like Jake. This time, I kept that thought to myself.
 
   “As the insanity takes hold, the Elemental will do just about anything to find a potential bondmate, even if that means misinterpreting magical signals or making hasty decisions rather than giving them the time and consideration they deserve.” She shook her head. “Once a Quatrain is formed—or even the first half of the Quatrain, the initial bond between two bondmates—only death, permanent death, can break it. Considering that many of us live for centuries...Most Elementals will take months, if not years, before making that final decision.”
 
   “If they have that long,” I said softly, watching for her reaction.
 
   She closed her eyes, struggling with herself, and then nodded. “If they have that long.”
 
   Well. That certainly went a long way toward explaining her instant disliking of me. She didn’t want to see Jake making a decision he might live to regret—and keep on living, and living...Still, Jake was right. The decision was his to make, just like any other man considering who he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. Even if his life would potentially last a hell of a lot longer.
 
   Breena’s eyes opened and she shifted weight from one foot to the other. “There, you have your answer, or as much as you need for now. As for mine?”
 
   I licked my lips. “He hasn’t told me everything, doesn’t want to discuss the wildness with me at all. But he nearly killed a Freeholder in the middle of a trial last night—before the Arbiters made their decision. Even after Rhianne begged him to stop, several times. I thought he wouldn’t listen to me, either, but finally I got through to him. And everyone—even he himself—was convinced he reacted so strongly because of the wildness.”
 
   She cursed beneath her breath, then reached both hands out to touch my arms, much more gently than before. Her voice sounded practically meek when she spoke. “You must agree to bond with him before it goes too far. Before he does something he can’t live with—or falls so far under its influence that he can’t come back to himself. Surely you understand that. He’s saved your life, more than once. Now you must save his. Please.”
 
   I fought the urge to slap her hands away, reminding myself she was just a mother terrified for her son’s sanity, and, quite possibly, his life. “I can’t.”
 
   Her eyes flashed with anger. She jerked her hands away, clenching them into fists. “Why you ungrateful little—”
 
   “I didn’t say I won’t, I said I can’t. He won’t let me. Said he won’t have me bonding with him out of pity. He doesn’t think I trust him or want to tie myself to him for the rest of my life.”
 
   She relaxed her hands. “Well, do you?”
 
   “Trust him? With my life.” I let out an involuntary laugh. “Haven’t I already, more than once? But do I want to tie myself to him for the rest of my life? Really, truly want to?” I shook my head. “I just don’t know. I don’t know him, not the way a woman should know a man before she agrees to marry him. Especially when that marriage could last for—centuries.”
 
   I expected her to scoff or to tell me to get it together and pretend to be sure for Jake’s sake; even if we both knew he would see right through any pretense, but she surprised me.
 
   “Well, then, you must get to know him. Spend time with him as simply man and woman, rather than wildling and mentor. See to it that he has to work at turning your head and sweeping you off your feet; otherwise he’ll never be fit to live with.”
 
   “You mean you...”
 
   “Oh, what, you think I’m going to try to come between the two of you?” Breena let out a laugh of her own. “I may be stubborn, but I’m not stupid. It’s not my decision to make, first of all, and I’d see my son bound to a Stalker before I’d see him lost to the wildness. And that’s saying a lot.” She made a shooing motion with her hands. “What are you waiting for? Go!”
 
   I blinked. “Go where?”
 
   “To tell my son he’s taking you out tonight. You’ll both need time to prepare.” She made a point of looking me over from tangled hair to wrinkled sweats. “One of you more than the other.”
 
   My lips twitched, but I managed to hold back the laughter this time. Damned if I might not be able to like this woman someday. “You mean you’re going to let me off the hook an entire hour early?”
 
   She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t push your luck, girl.”
 
   Now there was the harridan I loved to hate. “I’m going, I’m going.” I groaned when a sudden thought hit. “Good Lord, I don’t have anything to wear!” The lament of people the world over on date nights.
 
   “That’s easily remedied. Just talk to Rhianne.”
 
   “Rhianne, right.” I headed for the door, brain already whirling with possibilities. I hadn’t been on a date—a real, honest-to-God date, in too long to count. Pausing at the room’s threshold, I glanced over my shoulder. “Breena...thanks.”
 
   “Don’t mention it.”
 
   I had the feeling she meant that literally.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Arranging things went more smoothly than I expected. Rhianne, every bit as eager to play matchmaker as Jake had earlier guessed, needed no prodding at all. She even agreed to broach the subject with her brother, letting him know that he had better come up with something special for us to do that evening, or else. She took one look at her closet and then decreed a shopping trip was in order. Normally I avoided shopping like the plague—other than when all my worldly possessions burned to the ground—but the thought of buying something pretty to wear for Jake appealed to me.
 
   It would be nice to feel sexy again. If only for a night.
 
   Rather than driving to one of the many malls in St. Louis County, she took me to the shopping district in nearby University City; home to Washington University and a thriving mecca for culture, entertainment, and myriad businesses. She announced that only the finest of vintage apparel would do and proceeded to parade me through trendy—and some not-so-trendy—resale shops. We finally struck gold in the fifth store.
 
   I stared at myself in the mirror, admiring the way the emerald green 1950s-style dress hugged my waist, then flared out flirtatiously. The plunging halter top showed just enough cleavage to tantalize without giving too much away. And the daring open back—I’d always thought my back one of my best features.
 
   “Gorgeous,” Rhianne said, rubbing her hands in glee. She tilted her head. “It’s just too bad you’re unmarked.” She touched the exposed curve of my upper back. “That always drives the men wild. Especially Dragons.”
 
   I perked up. Driving Jake wild seemed a fine plan to me. “What’s a mark, and how do I get one?”
 
   Rhianne bit her lip, then grinned. She closed the fitting room curtain and turned to face it. Tugging her t-shirt up, she pointed toward the center of her completely bare back.
 
   “Um, am I supposed to be seeing something here?”
 
   “Oh, duh!” She laughed at herself. “You can’t see them unless you use elemental vision.”
 
   Now that definitely piqued my interest. I closed my eyes, taking several deep breaths and clearing my mind of all conscious thought. Once I felt the mental click that signaled oneness with the elemental realm, I opened my eyes. Vibrant color shimmered in the center of Rhianne’s back, reminding me of one of those color-changing cards you sometimes find inside boxes of Cracker Jacks. One moment the pools of color seemed to form the image of a blue-haired woman cavorting underneath a lush waterfall, the next instant they morphed into an amalgam of legendary creatures and Chinese characters I couldn’t decipher. The longer I stared at the—tattoo, wasn’t quite right, but it was the closest English word I could think of—the more compelling it became.
 
   I reached a hand out, and the colors solidified into the woman’s image. Sapphire energy flared and gathered where my hand touched the edge of the tattoo. The woman’s image suddenly winked at me, jumping into the air and waving a blue-scaled fin at me.
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh. “She’s a mermaid!”
 
   Rhianne let out a giggle of her own. “You saw it!”
 
   “Yes, though I’m still not quite sure just what it is. That’s some tattoo, though.”
 
   She lowered her shirt and faced me again. “Just don’t let any of the markers hear you call it a tattoo. Some of them can be quite snooty about it.”
 
   “How do they—”
 
   “Make the images visible to elemental sight but not physical? Make the images actually slide from one to another so quickly they seem alive? Easy.” She winked. “It’s magic.”
 
   “It’s very pretty, that’s for sure. Obviously the mermaid symbolizes that you’re a Selkie, but what do the Chinese characters stand for?”
 
   “The letters are my clan sign. One each of the elemental creatures holding a symbol which, together, designate the clan I belong to, as well as my rank and insignia. Not that I have much to speak of.”
 
   I smoothed the satin length of my skirt, pursing my lips. “Hmm. And you say that these are a turn-on for Elemental men?”
 
   “Yes. Depending on the mood you’re in, you can actually use your abilities to control the images displayed; to a point.” She clicked her tongue. “Now, what’s that gleam in your eye for?”
 
   I wiggled my eyebrows. “Does it hurt? Will I need to be drunk to get one? Can I get one, without being officially part of any clan?”
 
   Laughing at the rapid succession of questions, she patted my arm. “I knew from the moment we met I was going to like you.” She opened the curtain and stepped back. “It doesn’t hurt—much. One of magic’s perks. You’d better change fast or we won’t have time. As it is, I’m going to have to beg them to fit us in on such short notice.”
 
   I hesitated. What did she mean, it didn’t hurt much? I’d forgotten to ask her if it was permanent. What if I hated whatever I chose or wanted to change it later? What if Jake hated whatever I chose? I opened my mouth to back out, but pride stiffened my back.
 
   “I’ll be right out.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   An hour later I clutched the bag holding my purchases and stared at the metal and leather chair, pulse racing. It looked like a torture device. A dark-haired man vacated the seat, admiring the silver and white eagle soaring across his back, merging into silver and white lettering that seemed familiar, but as indecipherable as the Chinese writing on Rhianne’s skin. He hadn’t screamed in agony, or even flinched that I could see, but that didn’t necessarily mean very much. He caught me looking at his back and winked. Flexing the whipcord muscles covering his body, he turned to thank the marker.
 
   Rhianne finished sweet-talking the couple behind the counter in fast-paced Hindi. At least, I thought it was Hindi. Where on earth did she pick that up? The woman grinned, accepting something from Rhianne’s hand, and then nodded to the man next to her. He grabbed a sketch pad and charcoal pencil, then led Rhianne over to me.
 
   “This little Selkie claims you want a mark designed to drive your Dragon crazy.”
 
   I swallowed the anxious knot stuck in my throat. “He’s not my Dragon.”
 
   “Yet,” Rhianne broke in smoothly. “Thus, the need for the mark.”
 
   He settled in the chair, propping the sketch pad in his lap and tapping it with the pencil. I tried to distract myself by admiring the silky black hair floating halfway down his back. His nose was a tad too sharp for my taste, but he held himself with such confidence I almost didn’t notice. “You’d be a Phoenix, then,” he murmured distractedly, beginning to make short, rapid strokes across the paper.
 
   I started. “How did you know that?”
 
   He raised his nose slightly. “I have my ways.”
 
   Narrowing my eyes, I smiled. “You know Jake.”
 
   “Hmmm,” was his only response as he continued sketching.
 
   Rhianne threw me a grin. She’d told me once that Dragons nearly always bonded with Phoenixes, and Selkies with Gryphons. Something about personalities often matching elemental attributes, though she’d admitted there were exceptions.
 
   “You have not yet made any vows to clan or guild, though you have accepted guestright with Rhianne and her brother. The design will pay homage to their clan. It will drive your Dragon even more crazy than just a personal emblem alone.” The slightly-accented tone of his voice soothed me. I relaxed the tight lines of my body, content to just watch him work. I tried to peek over the edge of the sketchbook, but he made a point to tip it so I couldn’t make anything out. Hmm, Rhianne was right. Artiste with a capital A! Still, she’d assured me that the markers were geniuses at what they did; and if someone were going to take ink and needle to my skin—even if it were magical ink and needle—I’d prefer an artiste over an amateur.
 
   Sooner than I expected, his hand grew still and he glanced up. “For your first marking, your magic speaks to mine, telling me what your personal emblem should be. That emblem will be in whatever marks you may choose to add to this one down the road. Of course, once you join clan or Freeholders, their symbol will become yours as well.” He shook the sketchpad slightly and blew stray bits of charcoal away. “You will, of course, be satisfied with my design.”
 
   He flipped the book around and I caught my breath. “My God,” I muttered, stepping closer to get a better look. “Oh...my God.”
 
   A woman lounged on a bed of fire, eyes flashing with mischief and lips curved in a teasing smile. Flames snapped in her hair and covered her body like clothing. She held a hand above her head in a languid pose, and flames leaped from her hand into the air—only the flames weren’t merely fire, they came together in such a way they seemed to form a figure. I tilted my head, and the image slid into focus: a fire-tipped bird.
 
   “Wow, Vijay. You’ve outdone yourself this time.” Rhianne glanced from the sketch to me. “You captured her spirit perfectly. Jake is going to flip.”
 
   The sketch seemed to call to me in a way I couldn’t define. I shook my head to clear it. “Jeez. If it’s that unbelievable now, it’s going to absolutely come to life on my back.”
 
   Vijay allowed a small smile to touch his lips. “That is the idea.” Rising to his feet, he made adjustments to the chair and then guided me into it. I straddled the seat, leaning my stomach down all the way so he had easy access to my back. There were grips for me to hold onto—for balance and not pain management, I assured myself—so I clutched them and tried not to panic too much.
 
   Why are you doing this? You hate needles!
 
   Yes, but I’d sworn I would embrace my new life. And both Rhianne and Vijay seemed convinced this would drive Jake crazy. “You are holding yourself stiffer than a virgin in an all-boys school.” Vijay sniffed. “Distract her, Rhianne. I’ll not have my artwork coming out crooked; or, gods forbid, wrinkled.”
 
   Rhianne pulled a up chair next to me and started chattering about her just-finished school year. I focused on her words, taking deep breaths and picturing the look on Jake’s face when he got a good look at my dress and mark. Finally, I managed to relax completely, and Vijay set to work. The needle settled against my skin, cold metal at odds with the warm tingle of magic radiating from it.
 
   “Do you love him?”
 
   “What?!” I forced myself to remain still, not wanting a crooked mark anymore than did Le Artiste. 
 
   “Jake. Do you love him?”
 
   “I—hell, Rhianne. I don’t know. It’s too soon for that.”
 
   She smiled, a dreamy haze entering her eyes. “Sometimes you know right away. I did.”
 
   I blinked. “You—you’re in love?”
 
   “Why do you sound so surprised? Don’t tell me you think I’m too young!” She straightened, eyes narrowing and lips pressing together.
 
   “Not at all. I just hadn’t heard you mention anything about dating anyone, much less someone you’re serious about.”
 
   She let out a breath and smiled sheepishly. “I’m sorry. Still a bit touchy, I guess. The clan—to them, you’re not ready to get serious about anyone until you’re at least forty. Preferably fifty.”
 
   I laughed, figuring she was exaggerating, but she didn’t join in. “Oh my god, are you serious? Fifty?”
 
   “Unfortunately. Why do you think I begged Jake to let me move in with him? My other option was commuting from home or going to school out of state, neither of which I wanted to do.”
 
   “I’m trying to figure out why on earth anyone would willingly unite themselves to a clan. Judging by what little exposure to them I’ve had...”
 
   Rhianne flushed, eyes widening. “Oh, no, it’s not that bad. I love my family, all of them. Being part of a clan is like having a great big extended family that loves and supports you no matter what. It’s just—well, rather than having one mother and father who want to protect you from life, you might have a dozen. Or more.”
 
   “Interesting. I—never really had that, growing up. I bounced from foster family to foster family so much...By the time I got used to one place, it’d be time to move on to the next.”
 
   “Oh, Cass, I’m sorry. That must have been rough.”
 
   I stared down at the blue vinyl seat. “Well, I did stay with one family for a few years, when I was young. They even went through most of the steps to adopt me. But something happened and—it didn’t work out.” When it looked like she was going to pry for more details, I hurried to change the subject. “So, tell me about this guy.”
 
   That worked like a charm. Her eyes lit up and her face became animated. She spent the next half hour singing the praises of the older college student who had caught her attention, telling me everything from his favorite cologne to the type of boxers he preferred.
 
   “The only downside I can see so far is that he’s a Dragon.” She wrinkled her nose and tapped her fingers on the arms of her chair. “They can be so—stubborn—and impossible to move once they make up their minds. One of the reasons Phoenixes mesh so well with them when it comes time to bond. If anyone can move a mountain, it’s someone with the unpredictability of Fire.”
 
   I twisted my lips, then laughed. “Unpredictable? Me? Sorry, but you’ve got the wrong lady.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “What, you think that just because you’re a scientist you’re boring and predictable? Haven’t you ever heard of stereotypes?”
 
   “Maybe I like fitting the stereotype. Especially now that I’m no longer fighting the dumb blonde stigma.” I moved a hand to scratch the itch tormenting my forehead, but Vijay growled a warning so I froze in place. “Anyway, we were talking about you and your Dragon.”
 
   She sighed, leaning back in the chair with exaggerated movements. “I do so love hearing that. My Dragon.” She tilted her head. “Do you think I should invite him over for supper?”
 
   “How long have you been dating?”
 
   “A week.”
 
   I burst out laughing. “Do you want to scare him off already?”
 
   She grinned. “Too soon, huh?”
 
   “Just a little. I mean, Jake strikes me as the slightly overprotective sort. He’d probably scare the guy away in five minutes flat.”
 
   Her lips curved into a pout. “You’re probably right. That’s what he did with my prom date senior year, and he was only human. Nothing he could have done I didn’t want him to.”
 
   “I think that’s what overprotective brothers and fathers are worried about—what their daughters and sisters might do when they’re not around.”
 
   “Well,” she drawled, running a hand through her spiked hair, “they had reason to worry in my case. Though not about the prom date: he was a bore!”
 
   Something tingled along my skin and I tensed. Rhianne jumped to her feet and ran behind me. “Oooh, Vijay, that’s spectacular!”
 
   “I want to see!” I tried to crane my neck, but he smacked my shoulder.
 
   “Stay put! It’s not finished yet. We have to set it.”
 
   “Set it?”
 
   Rhianne popped back around. “Don’t worry, this just takes a sec. And it doesn’t hurt as much as they say. Really.”
 
   I forced myself to relax, hands curving around the grips and convincing myself to believe her. Turned out she lied. It hurt like hell.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Three hours later I admired myself in Rhianne’s full-length mirror, admitting that the moments of discomfort had been worth the final result. Not that I was ready to let her off the hook just yet.
 
   “Hives, Rhianne. My entire body covered in gigantic, ugly red hives. I thought the itching would never stop!”
 
   She hurried across the room, hands clutching a black velvet box. “How was I supposed to know you’d have an allergic reaction to the setting process? I’ve never heard of an Elemental reacting to that particular mix. Besides,” she continued, setting the box in my hand. “Ten minutes soaking in the firebath and hives all gone.”
 
   I pursed my lips. “True. And that particular pleasure almost made up for the agony all on its own.” I jiggled the box softly. “What’s this?”
 
   “You can’t go out without at least a little bit of flash. Normal flash, I mean. Open it.”
 
   I did, gasping when a vibrant shimmer of silver and green met my gaze. A choker encrusted with luminous emeralds forming the leaves of silver filigree roses and a matching pair of earrings lay against a velvet backdrop. My breath caught. “Oh, Rhianne, I can’t take these from you.”
 
   She grinned. “Good, because they’re not from me.”
 
   “Then where did you...” My eyes widened. “Jake?”
 
   “Who else?”
 
   “Wow. Just—wow.”
 
   She wrapped the choker around my neck and fastened it, then helped me slip the earrings on. I’d had my ears pierced—several holes in each—during one of many rebellious streaks as a teen, but had mostly gone without jewelry since Keith and I had broken up.
 
   No time to think of Keith! Not when you’re wearing jewels from another man.
 
   Rhianne finished poking the second earring through my stubborn right ear. Stepping back, she gave me a critical once-over and then an approving nod. “Jake’s going to want to eat you up even without the mark.”
 
   Color rushed into my cheeks. “Rhianne!”
 
   “What?” She feigned innocence, but the glint in her eyes belied the act. “I think we’ve kept him waiting long enough. You better go upstairs.”
 
   “What? Not going to come up and embarrass me in front of Jake? Ask him if he wants some sugar along with the spice?”
 
   She chuckled, stepping up to her closet. “Nah. I’ve got to get ready for a date of my own. But I’ll remember that for future reference.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and started up the stairs. My hand was so damp by the time I reached the top that it slipped off the banister. Butterflies frolicked in my stomach and I had to breathe in and out several times to control them. I felt like I was back in high school.
 
   Get a grip! It’s just Jake you’re going out with. You’ve been living with him—sort of—for weeks now. Calm down!
 
   Not wanting to stain my dress, I wiped my sweaty palms on a paper towel as I passed through the kitchen. Jake didn’t appear despite the clickety-clack of my heels on the hardwood floor—heels! I hadn’t worn those in longer than I hadn’t worn jewelry—so I set off in search of him. He wasn’t waiting in the living room, but soft strains of instrumental music echoed down the hallway. The butterflies resurfaced, but I managed to keep them at a bearable level. The library door was cracked open enough that I recognized my favorite ballad about not wanting to miss a thing halfway down the corridor.
 
   The butterflies faded, replaced by a warm feeling of contentment. He likes Aerosmith! My heart was in so much trouble, and the date hadn’t even started yet. I took a deep breath, then tapped on the door and eased it open.
 
   Jake sat in one of the oversized armchairs, attention focused on the guitar in his lap. He strummed it softly, eyes closed and lips pursed as he concentrated on the notes his fingers plucked from the strings. I stood there in the doorway, mouth opening and pulse racing while he sent music winging into the air. His eyes flashed open when the last chord ended, locking on me as if he’d know exactly where I stood. He drank in the sight of me, jade eyes becoming liquid pools of desire as they wandered from head to toe, and back again. I’d never felt more beautiful—or more vulnerable.
 
   “You look gorgeous. Rhianne was right about the emeralds.” He set the guitar next to his chair.
 
   Some of my giddiness faded. “Rhianne told you to get the emeralds?”
 
   “I asked her which stone would work best with what you were wearing, but they were my idea.”
 
   I let out a breath. “Oh. Th—they’re beautiful. Like nothing I’ve ever worn before.”
 
   Satisfaction battled possessiveness in his voice. “Good.” He rose slowly, eyes focusing on my face as he crossed the room. “Though believe me when I say they can’t hold a candle to you.” His tone breathed new life into the old cliché.
 
   I remembered to take a nice long look of my own, loving the way his clothes brought a touch of class without diminishing his own unique edge. He wore charcoal slacks and a matching jacket with a mandarin collar. A jade green t-shirt covered with silver Chinese lettering caught my eye, bringing a smile to my lips. Yes, the clothes suited him perfectly.
 
   He took one of my hands in his and kissed it. “Our reservation’s at 8. You ready to go?”
 
   I shivered when he brushed his lips along my palm and then against my wrist. “Wha—oh, y—yes.”
 
   His hands played along my back, turning me in a half-circle and guiding me toward the door. His hands suddenly tightened on my shoulders and he sucked in a loud breath. I glanced over my shoulder and saw green light flare. My skin tingled, and for a moment I almost thought I could actually—touch—the green bands of energy surrounding us.
 
   “Y—you’re marked,” Jake finally choked out. “Where did you...when did you...who...” He shook his head, lips twisting wryly. “Rhianne.”
 
   I nodded, biting my lip. “You don’t—you don’t like it?”
 
   He let out a bark of laughter. “Don’t like it? Are you mad? Of course I like it.”
 
   I licked my lips. “Are you—are you marked?”
 
   His eyes smoldered. “All Clan members are marked upon adulthood, if they don’t manage it beforehand.”
 
   “Can I see?”
 
   His hands spun me around and he pressed me against his body. My eyes widened when I felt his hardness pressing against my groin.
 
   His voice sounded strained. “That’s not a very good idea, sweetheart.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   He settled his forehead against the top of my head, body shaking with frustrated laughter. “Your innocence of our ways...It’s enough to drive a man crazy, in a good way.”
 
   I stiffened my body, trying to push away but failing. “I’m glad you find my ignorance amusing.”
 
   “It’s not ignorance, Cass. And I don’t so much find it amusing, as erotic as hell. Which is why I’m not going to show you my mark, and I’m going to do my damnedest to ignore yours—or we’ll never make it to our dinner reservation.”
 
   A small, satisfied smile spread across my lips. “Oh, well, then,” I purred, rubbing up against him. “Perhaps we should go.”
 
   He laughed again, hands casually brushing here and there along my bare skin on the way to the garage. I leaned into each caress, tempted to drag him to my room rather than following along with whatever he had planned, but then I reminded myself tonight’s goal was to get to know each other on an emotional level, not physically. Or at least, not only physically.
 
   Jake played the perfect gentleman, helping me into the car. I smiled up at him as he shut the door. “So, where are you taking me?”
 
   “It’s a surprise.” He winked and went around to the driver’s seat. “A good surprise.” At my skeptical glance, he made a criss-cross motion over heart. “Promise!” He started the engine and then turned to me, hands fidgeting with the steering wheel and clearing his throat. “Do you trust me?”
 
   My pulse skipped a beat. His question echoed Rhianne’s so closely that for a moment I imagined he’s said, love instead of trust. I licked my lips, wondering if this was a test. Wondering whether, if I failed, he would call the whole thing off and risk madness rather than spending any more time with me. “I do.”
 
   He touched my cheek, smiling. “You’d be more believable if you didn’t clench your teeth quite so tightly.” His expression sobered. “Just relax. Pretend this is a blindfold.”
 
   My skin tingled with the telltale whisper of magic. Jake’s face faded away, so slowly I thought the garage light had gone out, but when I tilted my head in each direction, only inky blackness met my gaze.
 
   “Jake?” My voice trembled.
 
   He took my hand and set it on his thigh, patting. “Trust me, Cass. I want this night to be perfect for you.”
 
   I tightened my grip on his leg infinitesimally, just enough to reassure myself he was still there. “I trust you. I do.”
 
   The fierceness of my tone must have convinced him, because the garage door rumbled open and the car backed away smoothly. Evening breezes played with my hair and I patted at my up-do with a frown. Jake noticed, and a low mechanical whine signaled the convertible’s top raising. The wind disappeared, and I settled back against my seat. The ride passed in a pleasant blur. Jake’s leg felt warm beneath my fingers, and it took a lot of willpower not to let them roam their way higher. I was almost disappointed when he pulled over and shut off the ignition. He opened my door and tugged me into his arms, his breath playing against my neck as he inhaled.
 
   “Mmm, you smell as good as you look.”
 
   Feeling suddenly daring, I shifted my head and nuzzled his. “Wonder if I taste as good?”
 
   He accepted the unspoken invitation. His lips floated against mine as gently as wings, and then his tongue teased its way inside my mouth. It swirled lazily, plundering both tongue and teeth until my breath came fast and unsteady. “Even better,” he said, stepping back and tucking my arm under his. “Careful; there’s a step.”
 
   I touched my lips with my free hand, trying to hide a goofy smile while he led me to whatever destination he had in mind; some high-end restaurant, I figured, where we would dine under dim interior lighting and among several dozen other couples. I should have known he would never do anything so pedestrian. So—expected.
 
   I strained to hear a door open or close, but none did. I felt concrete beneath my feet, and then heard the telltale squeak of a gate opening and closing.
 
   “More steps,” he murmured into my ear, steadying me with both arms. “Just a bit farther and...here we are.”
 
   He stopped me with gentle pressure on my shoulders, hands lingering for a moment. Magic whispered and suddenly I could see. And, oh, what a sight...
 
   A white, fabric-draped gazebo surrounded us, glittering with a thousand points of light. A table set for two dominated the center of the patio. Candlelight flickered, lending the china plates and silverware an intimate glow. Water burbled nearby, and instrumental music seemed to come from all directions at once. Jake nudged my gaze to the left, and I gasped. The last rays of twilight struck the tranquil waters of a nearby pond. Touches of pink, purple, and gold faded slowly into the horizon, until only darkness remained.
 
   “It’s—wow.”
 
   Jake laughed softly, guiding me into one of the satin-draped chairs. The table’s centerpiece caught my eye, a silver filigree candelabra worked with blue and green crystal butterflies.
 
   “So pretty,” I murmured, hand reaching out to touch one of the crystals.
 
   “I agree.” Jake’s eyes heated, focused on me rather than the centerpiece.
 
   “I meant the centerpiece.”
 
   “So did I.”
 
   Color flooded my cheeks, making me grateful the lighting was so dim. Although, with a Dragon, I couldn’t necessarily take it for granted that it mattered...
 
   Someone cleared a throat beside me, and I whirled my head. A waiter clad in black and white stood there, a food cart next to him.
 
   “Good evening Mr. Zi, Ms. Jacobs.” It took a moment to realize he meant me. “My name is Eric, and I will be taking care of you this evening.” He transferred several covered dishes from the cart to the table then set a bottle of champagne next to Jake. “I will be checking on you periodically, and there’s a buzzer on the cart you need only push if you require anything in the meantime. Please take all the time you wish. Tonight, the conservatory is all yours.”
 
   “Conservatory?” I asked the moment the waiter stepped out of earshot. “Where are we?”
 
   Jake merely smiled and uncorked the bottle. Champagne foamed to the top. He poured the frothy concoction into fluted glasses, handing me the first.
 
   “Shall we make a toast?”
 
   I couldn’t help smiling in return. “A toast to what?”
 
   He clinked his glass against mine. “To a magical evening.”
 
   He made good his promise, serving me the best portions of mouth-watering food and launching into stories of his past. He painted pictures with his words, making me feel like I could actually see the family and clan members he spoke of. The Chinese grandparents he adored but who ruled his clan with ironclad resolve. His father, Wen, the Dragon who had gone against tradition several centuries—yes, centuries!—earlier and sought a mate from outside China. How he met Breena, who initially hated him but, eventually, swallowed her pride enough to beg him to have her. I laughed at the thought of Breena begging anyone for anything, but Jake simply arched a brow.
 
   “What would you rather have to hold onto throughout the years? Pride—or love?”
 
   My amusement faded and I stared down at the table, considering his words. What would mean more to me, in the long run? Pride made a much colder companion than love...
 
   Eventually, over a sampling of desserts so good I gained weight just looking at them, he drew me into conversation about my own past. At first I gave the carefully-rehearsed, detail-sparse history I gave everyone. But somehow he managed to pry more out of me; a lot more.
 
   I told him how I’d been shuffled from foster family to foster family, never given the opportunity to adjust to any one place for too long a time; how I hadn’t made any close friends until college, and then just a handful; how I tended to hold people at arm’s length rather than risk losing them like I’d lost so many others before. And then I told him the story I’d previously only told Si Si and Keith, although I’d hinted of it to his sister. The story of how I’d actually found a family who loved me when I was still a small girl, how I fostered with them for three whole years until they finally got the chance to adopt me formally. How excited I’d been, how much it felt like Christmas and Easter and Halloween all rolled into one—no, even better. And how all that had been ripped away from me one awful day, because of a horrible accident.
 
   “Are you so sure it was an accident?”
 
   I froze, staring into Jake’s solemn face as the enormity of his words hit me. “You mean, you think the fire—you think it came from me, not her?”
 
   He covered my hand with his and squeezed. “Knowing what you know now, wouldn’t you say that’s a pretty safe bet?”
 
   I jumped up, fanning a face that suddenly felt entirely too hot. “My God, you’re right. That changes—that changes everything!”
 
   I fled down the stairs, Jake calling my name and hurrying after me. I reached the bottom and ran out onto the waterside pavilion. Stopping at the water’s edge, I gripped the railing and leaned out as far as I could. Thoughts churned and nausea threatened when I reached the inevitable conclusion. My adoptive mother hadn’t been the one to set my arms on fire. I had.
 
   My mind skittered away from that thought. I stared out at the water, listening to Jake’s footsteps grow closer.
 
   “I learned to dive off a dock much like this. Used to drive Rhianne crazy that all she could do was belly flop.”
 
   I took a deep breath, then forced a laugh. “I’m sure she swam circles around you, though.”
 
   “Oh yeah. She did have a slight advantage over me.”
 
   “That whole able to command water thing? Excuses, excuses.”
 
   Jake noticed me rubbing my arms against the chill. “Cold?”
 
   “Just a little.”
 
   He draped his arm over my shoulder and pulled me close. “That better?”
 
   “Yes. Don’t get any ideas, though. I don’t put out on the first date. No matter how amazing.”
 
   “Tease.” He smiled, running his fingers through my hair. “Did you enjoy dinner?”
 
   I stared out at the water, considering the question behind his question. He wasn’t talking about the food. “I did. Feels odd, though.”
 
   “Being treated like the princess you are?”
 
   I snickered. “That, and hearing about all the family in your life. Grandparents, parents, siblings, cousins...I never had that growing up. Not since—” I allowed my words to trail away.
 
   “Not since your adoptive parents,” he finished, hand tightening on my side.
 
   I should have known he wouldn’t let me leave it unsaid. No, Jake liked to confront the world head-on. I’d been like that once; a long, long time ago. In some areas—like the realm of science—I still was. But when it came to matters of the heart...
 
   “Right. And even then it was just the three of us most of the time. You have to understand. Hearing about your family—your clan—is like hearing a fairy tale. And that’s without throwing the magic in,” I added, lips twisting wryly.
 
   “That world doesn’t have to remain alien to you, Cass. You can become a true part of the clan. One of the family.”
 
   “I know. And that’s what scares me most. What if I screw something up? What if I mess up so badly you decide you’d rather go mad than bond with me? What if—”
 
   “Not going to happen, sweetheart. So far, I’ve liked everything I’ve learned about you. I’m not going to walk out on you. No matter what.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “No matter what,” he repeated firmly, turning me to face him. “It doesn’t matter what you do or say. We all make mistakes. But if you give freely of yourself, you will receive the same in turn.”
 
   I stared into his eyes, chewing on my lower lip. “Okay. Fair enough. But Jake, I don’t know that I can do that.”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Give freely of myself. How can I give something I’m not sure I have in me?”
 
   He touched my cheek. “This isn’t about the clan or your place in it. What are you so afraid of?”
 
   I hesitated. Doubts and fears bombarded me, making it hard to vocalize my thoughts. “I—I’m afraid of myself. Afraid of who and what I come from. Afraid that I can never embrace the future when I’m stuck in the past. I have to know, Jake.”
 
   His fingers trailed along my skin, raising shivers. “So let’s find the answers you need, Cass. Let’s confront the demons in your past so you can focus on the present—and the future.”
 
   I blew out a breath of air. “How do we do that?”
 
   “Simple. By closing the circle begun all those years ago when you were taken away from the only family you knew.”
 
   My eyes widened. “My adoptive parents. We need to talk to them.” A sense of rightness settled over me. “But I don’t know how to find them. It’s been more than twenty years.”
 
   “Leave that to me.” He tugged me away from the railing. “Come on, you haven’t seen the conservatory.”
 
   Pulling me back against his chest, Jake covered my eyes with his hands. “No peeking, now.” He guided me toward a nearby building I had noticed earlier. Someone must have seen us coming, because I heard the door opening and our waiter’s voice murmuring something to Jake. The mild evening temperature gave way to cooler artificial air, though only for a moment. Two more doors were opened for us, and then we stepped into a sauna. Hot, humid air hit my skin and I gasped at the abrupt fluctuation. Jake pushed me forward several more feet. Brushing kisses along the nape of my neck, he lowered his hands so I could see.
 
   Lush greenery spanned out to each side of the paved path we stood on, reminding me of a rain forest. Vibrantly-colored flowers spilled from some of the tropical plants and heady floral scents overwhelmed me, but what enchanted me most of all were the butterflies. Shimmering wings of every imaginable hue beat through the air, delicate wisps of color floating this way and that. Several of the gorgeous creatures flew close enough to touch, but Jake stayed my hand before I could indulge myself.
 
   “Let them land on you if they wish, but don’t touch. They’re fragile.”
 
   I breathed a sigh of regret and reached my arms out to each side. Several fruitless moments passed, but my patience was rewarded when a butterfly alighted on my wrist, fluttered blue and black wings several times, and then grew momentarily still.
 
   “It’s so pretty!” I held my body as motionless as possible, captivated by the tiny creature that seemed to view me as nothing more than a temporary roosting place.
 
   Jake’s voice murmured in my ear. “One of the prettiest in the conservatory. Second to you, of course.”
 
   I grinned. “Of course.”
 
   As if offended, the butterfly took wing and drifted several feet away. Jake wrapped his arm around me and led me farther along the path.
 
   We rounded a curve and the path split, one fork leading toward the left-hand wall of the conservatory, the other meandering toward the sound of burbling water. Curious, I nudged Jake to the right. The pavement dipped slightly and ended several feet short of a minuscule pond. Moonlight spilled through the glass ceiling, hitting the water at just the right angle to lend a magical glow. I stopped at the very edge of the pavement and watched a dozen butterflies weave in and out of the moonlight.
 
   Impulsively, I turned and pulled Jake into my arms, staring up at his face with what must have appeared a goofy smile. He didn’t seem to mind. Wrapping his own arms around me, he lowered his head toward mine. I stood on tiptoe to meet his kiss, gathering the folds of his jacket in my fists. His lips and teeth alternately nuzzled and nibbled on my tongue until I could hardly breathe. Deciding to turn the tables, I nudged him forward and spun around, revealing the bare curves of my back—and the mark.
 
   I glanced over my shoulder and cast a sultry smile. Jake’s eyes shimmered with emerald light and he caught his breath. I laughed softly. “Care to take a closer look?” 
 
   His eyes gleamed with a mixture of humor and hunger. He pulled my back against him and ran both hands through my hair. Bobby pins rained down, hitting the pavement with soft tinkling sounds that only added to the evening’s enchantment. I closed my eyes, waiting for him to kiss me again, but the kiss never came.
 
   Wind whistled past my ears. Jake muttered an oath and water splashed loudly. My eyes flew open and tried to make sense of the fact he was nowhere to be seen. Belatedly, my brain connected Jake’s disappearance with the water splashing, and I looked down. Jake sprawled in the pond, struggling against some unseen force that pushed him farther and farther away from me. I switched to elemental sight and gasped. A dozen bands of white energy wrapped around all four of his limbs, twisting each one in a different direction. I gathered scarlet threads together, prepared to use them to extricate him, but froze when a voice echoed from all around.
 
   “There, now you look as ridiculous as you’ve made the clan appear. Too bad I didn’t bring a camera.”
 
   “Liam,” Jake hissed, eyes filling with fury. Green light flashed and ate away at the white. Seconds later, he squished his way back to my side.
 
   I drew in more strands of Fire, readying a simple shielding spell should Liam turn his attention onto me.
 
   “Ever the coward, I see.” Water dripped from every inch of Jake’s clothing and hair, but his eyes scanned our surroundings as if he didn’t notice.
 
   “Ridiculous,” Liam repeated.
 
   I clenched my fingers and narrowed my eyes. One way I could try and even the playing field. Raising both hands in front of me, I plaited bands of energy and pushed both physical and elemental hands forward. Scarlet light flared, surrounding Jake and wrapping him with gentle warmth. Flexing my fingers, I increased the heat just enough to chase every ounce of water from hair, skin, and clothing.
 
   “Interesting. The little whore wants to fight your battles for you.”
 
   I stiffened. “Come over here and say that!”
 
   “Okay,” a voice seemed to whisper in my ear. I glanced around wildly, but no one was there.
 
   Jake suddenly knocked me aside. I slammed against a tree, hands scrabbling for purchase. Bodies collided behind me. Two men grunted and the sound of fists meeting flesh followed. I whirled, glancing back to where I’d just stood.
 
   A man clad in loose black clothing launched a series of sweeping punches and kicks against Jake. My elemental eyes picked up flashes of white energy with each strike he made, strengthening my assumption that Liam was a Gryphon. Jake countered each blow without launching any attacks of his own. His opponent grew bolder and more aggressive, putting more force into each punch and kick.
 
   To my untrained eyes, they seemed engaged in a fight to the death. Each blow had the potential to maim or kill and it took everything in me not to magically intervene. Still, I sensed that interfering might do more harm than good. I focused my attention on Jake’s opponent, zeroing in on his features as they were revealed in brief flashes of movement. Long black hair pulled back in a tie, deep bronze skin kissed by the sun, wide-set brown eyes tilted just slightly, prominent cheekbones that reminded me of Breena...
 
   The fight drew perilously close. I backpedaled hastily, sliding in the bare earth before my feet found firmer purchase on pavement. The men flowed like water across the ground, eyes never once leaving each other. Liam’s attacks came in a flurry impossible to follow. Jake fought them off valiantly, but Liam began relying more and more on elemental energy to augment his attacks. Jake refused to do the same, and it showed. Liam pivoted, sweeping with his right foot against Jake’s leg. A loud crack sounded in the air. Jake dropped to the floor, a soft hiss the only indication of pain. Liam let out a cry and raised his fist to strike once more; a killing blow.
 
   Rather than striking, Liam stepped back and coolly regarded his brother. “Your weakness is going to get you killed.”
 
   “If by weakness, you mean the ability to use my brain instead of relying solely on brute force, that’s a chance I’m willing to take.”
 
   Liam turned his gaze on me. “So, this is the—Phoenix—that has the clan in such an uproar.” His condescending smile turned to a sneer. “Hope she keeps her legs closed better than Bianca did.”
 
   Tremors shook underground, and Liam stumbled. His lips twisted in a parody of humor. “Temper, temper, big brother. Wouldn’t want you breaking your vow, now would we?”
 
   “What do you want, Liam? Was turning half the clan against me not enough?”
 
   Liam’s eyes glinted. “Not enough by far. Though I suppose it will have to do for now.” He nodded in my direction. “We warned you how dangerous taking her in would be. Now you’ve been stupid enough to allow a conventional hit to be taken out on her. It’s just a matter of time before the humans manage to track her to you—and your home. I care exactly nothing for you or her, but if either of you brings harm down on Rhianne...”
 
   “You’ll what?” Jake asked in a silky tone.
 
   Liam’s voice was just as smooth when he replied. “I’ll hand you both over to the Stalkers myself.”
 
   The earth heaved. I struggled to remain upright, losing sight of both men momentarily. When I looked back, only Jake remained. Liam had simply vanished.
 
   Unnatural breezes tugged at my hair, and an equally unnatural voice whispered in my ear. “Any harm to Rhianne, and you’re dead. Both of you.”
 
   I shuddered. Jake wrapped me into a too-tight embrace, but I didn’t complain.
 
   “You all right?”
 
   I forced my body to stop shaking and nodded.
 
   “Good. Let’s go home.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Footsteps sounded on the wooden deck, unusually loud in the twilight air. Something about their rhythm told me it was Jake. Either that, or the thrill racing through my heart when I sensed his presence. Not that I wanted to analyze the fact I could sense his presence. I stubbornly kept my gaze fixed on the horizon, head propped on knees as I listened to the crickets sing.
 
   “It won’t kill you to look at me, you know.”
 
   He sat down beside me and dangled his legs over the edge. The ease with which he did so told me that his injury was a thing of the past. Ironically, despite our earlier date, I still wasn’t sure I wanted to be a thing of the future. Of his future. I’d had hours to think about what had happened in the conservatory, and about the things Liam had said; the sheer fury with which he’d launched himself against his brother; and, most of all, the fact that Jake still hadn’t confessed just what had happened to his other brother. Jake’s own family harbored a grudge against him, even if Liam had been the only one honest enough to give it voice—and fists.
 
   “Tell me about Colin.”
 
   “I don’t talk about him.”
 
   “Tell me about Colin,” I repeated, enunciating each word with careful precision, “or I leave. Tomorrow.”
 
   His hand clamped down on my shoulder and spun me to face him. I didn’t fight; simply looked into his eyes and let him see the emotions warring behind my own. He sagged away from me. Clenching his fists beside him, he let out an explosive breath of air. “I’ll tell you about him, this one and only time.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Colin was my twin, younger than me by twenty minutes. Twins are rare for Elementals. Usually the magic prevents them being conceived, or kills one during the pregnancy. Those who do survive often—well, often their mother doesn’t. Most Quatrains can’t buffer that amount of magic, you see.”
 
   Thinking back to what he’d revealed about my own mother, I did see.
 
   “We got lucky, damned lucky. Or maybe I should say I got lucky. Seems I inherited the lion’s share of magical abilities, while Colin inherited the looks, charms, and brains.”
 
   Secretly I doubted that.
 
   “Oh, he was a Dragon, same as me, but yet not the same at all. Our birth didn’t produce twice the amount of magic that it should have: much closer to one and a quarter. Colin was a—a magical cripple in many respects; not that any of us ever called him that. No, despite the fact he couldn’t touch the rest of the family in the magical department, he was the golden child. Or maybe because of that fact.”
 
   His gaze locked on the same horizon I’d been staring at earlier, though I doubted he actually saw the sun sinking behind it. “Because he didn’t seem to share any of our strengths, Colin assumed he also didn’t share our weaknesses. He became convinced the wildness wouldn’t touch him as soon or as hard as it touched the rest of us.”
 
   “Was he right?”
 
   Jake nodded, lips twisting in a bitter smile. “Oh yes, he was right, though not in the way he expected. It touched him much sooner, and much harder, but none of us saw it coming.” He closed his eyes. “We should have. I should have seen it, felt it, known it. He was my twin, my other half.”
 
   “But you didn’t?”
 
   “No.” His eyes flashed open and he turned back to me. “You understand how important it is for our survival that the clan remain strong, united. Each and every adult Elemental has to seek out and form a Quatrain when the magic strikes. Failure to do so spells madness. Sometimes not just for the individual. It can—spread—if not contained.”
 
   I shivered at the image his words inspired.
 
   “Colin thought he was immune to this need. He fell in love with a girl, with a wildling who refused to tie herself to either clan or guild, and, even worse, refused to be bound to a Quatrain. He became obsessed with her when our parents tried to tell him it couldn’t work out; incensed when our grandparents told him in even stronger terms; crazed when I—when I tried to drive them apart. For his own good!” He drew his knees up much the way I had earlier, gripping his arms around them tightly. “I knew it wasn’t the right way to handle things, but I was becoming desperate. Colin had been acting more and more strangely, brooding one moment, raging the next. I’d never seen him like that. Near the end, he would only confide in me. And I betrayed that confidence.
 
   “He planned to run off with his lover, run off and leave the clan behind forever. But I—I told him the truth about her.”
 
   I covered my mouth. “That Bianca was cheating on him—with Dorian?”
 
   Shudders racked his body, making him look impossibly frail. Gone was the invulnerable Dragon who’d rescued me, not once, but twice. He finally nodded. “Had I known the madness gripped him already, I never would have—but I did. She rejected him when he confronted her, and he couldn’t handle that fact. He overheard me telling Liam that I’d known the truth for some time, and he went berserk; waited until Liam left and attacked me.
 
   “At first, I tried to reason with him. Then I simply tried to defend myself. But finally, I realized he’d passed the point separating Elemental from wildling and knew he wouldn’t stop until he killed me. So I killed him instead.” Tears pooled in his eyes but he fought not to shed them. “I didn’t want to, God knows I tried not to, but I used my abilities. Magical abilities he couldn’t hope to compete with. I only meant to subdue him long enough to go for help. Surely my parents or grandparents would be able to bring him back to sanity; but he struggled at the worst possible moment, and my spell snapped his neck.”
 
   I furrowed my brow. “But—couldn’t you just...bring him back? Like with me?”
 
   He laughed, but it was a bitter sound. “They did bring him back, that very day. And it was the last time any of us saw him.”
 
   Hunching his shoulders, he stared at the horizon once more. “Did you know that all Elementals except Selkies can drown themselves? And that an Elemental who chooses to drown himself in a time and place nobody else knows—they can never be brought back to life unless someone finds the body?”
 
   I fought back the nausea gathering in my stomach. Touching his shoulder gently, I didn’t bother to seek out words to make him feel better; they would be impossible to find. We sat that way for an hour, Jake struggling with guilt and rage. He didn’t thank me for listening without blaming him. He didn’t need to. Hearing him dredge up his own personal demons had made it easier to forget mine. Not to mention making him seem a touch more human—and a hell of a lot more attractive.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Your mother’s a slavedriver,” I moaned, rolling over onto my back and looking up at Jake. “She hasn’t given me a moment’s peace in weeks.”
 
   “Good,” Jake said, kneeling down beside me. “I told her to watch out for that lazy streak of yours.”
 
   I made a half-hearted attempt to punch his arm, giving up when he dodged backward.
 
   “She says you’ve made excellent progress.”
 
   Perking up, I propped myself on my elbows. “Really? She said that?”
 
   “Well, not in so many words. What she actually said was you might finally manage to not blow up yourself and everyone else along with you.”
 
   “Gee, that’s just great for my confidence.” I lay back on my bed. “I can hardly wait until she gets here.”
 
   “Today’s lesson has been cancelled.”
 
   I blinked. “Don’t toy with my emotions like that, Jake. No way your mother agreed to give me a day off.”
 
   He sobered, reaching a hand out to touch my arm. “I found them, Cass.”
 
   My heart picked up speed. I braced my hands to each side and shot up in bed. “Are you sure?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes. Mr. and Mrs. Alec and Kari Grant; formerly of St. Louis but now residing in Terre du Lac.”
 
   “Terre du Lac,” I whispered, hands clammy against my bare knees. “The summer house.”
 
   “And where they retired recently, after the last of their children started college.”
 
   My head spun. “Children? That’s impossible. Social Services wouldn’t let them adopt any other children after what they supposedly did to me.”
 
   Jake touched my fingers, wrapping his hand around them and squeezing. “They used surrogate mothers to conceive three children after you, Cassidy. All boys.”
 
   Boys. I’d always dreamed of having a baby brother.
 
   I stared down at my sock-clad feet, struggling to catch my breath. “I can’t believe—three boys.” My hands tightened on my knees. “How old?”
 
   “The youngest just finished his senior year, which makes him eighteen.”
 
   “Not the youngest,” I said impatiently. “The oldest.”
 
   He hesitated. “Twenty-two.”
 
   Twenty-two. Which meant they hadn’t wasted much time before...
 
   “They didn’t replace you.” Jake spun me to face him. “They spent a lot of time and money trying to get you back, Cass. Years.”
 
   “Yeah. They cared so much about getting me back that they paid some woman to have another baby months after I was taken away.”
 
   “Cass, think about that. You’re a scientist.”
 
   I folded my arms across my chest and gritted my teeth. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “The timing, sweetheart. Their oldest son didn’t just turn twenty-two. He’s nearly twenty-three.”
 
   “That’s impossible. If he’s almost twenty-three, then that means...” My voice trailed away as I met his eyes. “Oh my God,” I whispered. “They were pregnant before Social Services took me away.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I stared out the windshield and repeated for the fourth time. “I can’t believe they didn’t tell me about my brother.”
 
   Jake’s answer remained the same. “Your foster mother had several miscarriages before they tried to adopt you. She probably feared something similar happening to the surrogate.”
 
   Trees had overshadowed us most of the drive between the small town of Bonne Terre and the smaller, more prestigious community of Terre du Laq. We rounded a bend in the two-lane highway and broke out into a clearing. Late afternoon sunlight slanted through the passenger window, distracting me momentarily. I squinted against the brightness and straightened in my seat. Yellow lights flashed overhead several hundred feet in the distance. A divided two-lane road split to the left. My pulse quickened. I knew this place.
 
   “Terre du Lac,” I whispered, leaning forward for a better look. “This used to be my favorite place in the world.”
 
   Jake glanced at me. “You spent a lot of time here?”
 
   “Just several weeks each summer and a few weekends during the year. But every minute we were here seemed like magic to me. Especially when compared with...” My voice trailed away.
 
   “Compared with what?”
 
   “Bouncing around from family to family before I ended up with them. I was never so happy as those three years spent with them.”
 
   His eyes drifted back to the road. “Never?”
 
   I smiled at his wistful tone. “Well, almost never.”
 
   We reached the traffic signal and turned onto the smaller road. Jake pulled over to the side, looking at me expectantly. “Do you remember the way from here?” When I nodded, he arched a brow. “Are you sure? You were really young the last time you came here.”
 
   I twisted my hands in my lap. “I’m sure. I wasn’t exaggerating when I said my time here was magical.” My lips twisted. “Second turn to the right and straight on till morning.”
 
   Jake grinned. “Cute. But I wasn’t talking about Neverland.”
 
   “Neither was I.”
 
   Quite a few things had changed in the past twenty-three years, but the way to the old summer house remained etched in my memory. Ironically enough, though, that old summer house had changed most of all.
 
   “Wow, some summer home,” Jake remarked with a whistle.
 
   I stared up at the two-story Victorian with wide eyes. “Wow is right.”
 
   “I thought you knew this place like the back of your hand,” he teased. “Why do you sound so surprised?”
 
   “Well, for one thing the place wasn’t a two-story the last time I was here. Or,” I added dryly, “a Victorian.”
 
   He blinked. “So basically nothing’s the same as you remember it?”
 
   I smiled, taking in the familiar sights of well-tended flower beds and sparkling lake in the distance. A faded blue porch swing swayed in the breeze, making my smile widen. “Not everything’s different.”
 
   Jake shut the car engine off and pocketed the key. He let me stroll down memory lane for a few moments before bringing me back to reality.
 
   “Are you ready, sweetheart?”
 
   I reminded myself to breathe. “As ready as I’ll ever be. I guess.”
 
   My palms sweated the entire walk to the front porch. I lagged behind Jake, struggling to find some sense of equilibrium. He took pity on me, squeezing my hand as he rang the doorbell and stepped back. A half-minute ticked by with agonizing slowness. I wiped damp palms against my thighs. My heartbeat increased, thumping at the pace of a crazed jackrabbit. We should go. This was a bad idea. I turned to tell Jake the same thing and the door finally swung open.
 
   A woman smiled at us. “Can I help you?” Perfectly-groomed blonde hair bounced as she tilted her head, puzzlement lighting in her dark blue eyes. Laugh lines touched her skin at brow and mouth, but other than that she looked just like I remembered.
 
   “I—we—you—oh.”
 
   My stunning eloquence didn’t faze her. She simply arched a brow in Jake’s direction. “Are you collecting for the fundraiser?”
 
   He shook his head, tightening his hold on my hand. “Go ahead, Cass. Tell her who you are.”
 
   The woman’s sharp gaze turned back to me. “Cass?” Her hand shot to her mouth and she gasped. “My God, it can’t be. Not—my little Cassie.”
 
   My eyes stung but I refused to give in to tears. Not just yet, anyway. Nobody had called me that in, well, a very long time.
 
   “I—my name is Cassidy.” I paused deliberately. “Cassidy Grant.”
 
   “My God,” she repeated, fanning herself with both hands. “I can’t believe this. I—Alec! Alec, come here!”
 
   I shifted nervously, glancing at Jake from the corner of my eye. I hope they don’t call the police on us. Not exactly the reaction I was going for here.
 
   Seconds later a silver-haired man stepped beside her. “What’s wrong, Kari?” He frowned at us, suspicion marring his otherwise pleasant features.
 
   She clutched at his arm. “It’s Cassie, Alec. She’s Cassie.”
 
   Her statement only served to exacerbate his suspicion. “Do you have ID, miss?” He kept his voice polite; barely.
 
   “No I—I’m sorry. My wallet was destroyed in a recent fire and I haven’t had time to replace it.” Not a lie. “But I can tell you that this place looks completely different than the last time I was here. Did you have the old house completely gutted?”
 
   He stared at me for a long, silent moment. “Your name is Cassidy Grant? They let you keep our surname?”
 
   I nodded. “You did have it legally changed right before the adoption...”
 
   They both winced when my voice trailed off. Before the adoption fell through, I’d been about to say.
 
   Alec cleared his throat. “What was your surname before we had it changed?”
 
   “Smith, in honor of the fact they never knew who my birth parents were. Which is better than Baby Girl Doe, I suppose.” I tried to inject a note of humor in my voice.
 
   Kari—too much time had passed for me to think of her as mother—drew herself up. “Please, come inside so we can talk.”
 
   Alec stepped aside so we could enter the house. She led us down a wide hallway and into a formal living room. We sat on the sofa she gestured to while she and her husband settled on a loveseat across from us. Awkward silence reigned. I leaned against Jake and gathered every scrap of courage I could find, then asked the question I’d been asking myself for the past twenty-three years.
 
   “Why’d you do it?”
 
   Kari’s face paled. Her hands trembled as she raised them toward me. “Oh Cassie, no. We didn’t do that to you. We could never have hurt you!”
 
   “I know,” I said softly.
 
   “We—you know?” She dropped her hands and glanced at Alec.
 
   “Yes, I know you didn’t set the fire. But why—why didn’t you just lie so you could keep me? Why’d you have to tell the truth?”
 
   Alec took her hand in his own. “By the time we realized nobody would take us seriously, it was too late. DFS had already launched an investigation and removed you from our custody.”
 
   “You don’t know how much we wish we could take those words back!” Kari exclaimed. “I just told the truth when the hospital asked me what happened, but nobody believed me. They thought—they thought...” She shuddered.
 
   “They thought she burned you,” Alec finished. “We never convinced anyone otherwise. And God knows we tried.”
 
   “Again and again,” Kari said. “You were our little girl. We wanted you back more than anything.”
 
   “More than you wanted a biological child?” I asked, the question spilling from my lips before I could bite it back. “More than you wanted your firstborn son?”
 
   She recoiled, stricken. “Oh, God, it wasn’t like that.” She shook Alec’s hand. “Tell her, Alec.”
 
   He leaned forward, eyes intent on mine. “Do you remember that last Christmas with us, Cassie?”
 
   “Of course I do.” I remember every single moment spent with you two.
 
   “And do you remember what you asked Santa for?”
 
   I frowned. “What does this have to do with anything?”
 
   “Just humor me. Think back. Try to remember.”
 
   Sighing, I complied. “I asked for a Cabbage Patch Kid. And a G.I. Joe set.”
 
   “What a combination,” Jake said, distracting me and momentarily diffusing my annoyance.
 
   “Yeah, I was one part girly-girl and one part tomboy, and all parts trouble.” I smiled and tried to remember what else I’d asked for. “I think I remember something about a My Little Pony castle. And—” My eyes widened. “A little brother or sister.” I swallowed. “You were granting my Christmas wish.”
 
   He relaxed, nodding with a smile of his own. “There was so much red tape to cut through with your adoption that we decided to try surrogacy. We weren’t sure how much you would understand the situation so planned to wait until close to the baby’s birth to tell you about him. But then—then we lost you.”
 
   Jake broke in. “What exactly happened that day?”
 
   Kari’s eyes fluttered. “I—it started out like any other day. We had breakfast, Cassie went to school, I picked her up that afternoon. She had a snack and I read a book while she played on her swing set. She seemed content, singing and talking to herself that whole time. But then she let out the most horrible scream.” She wrapped her arms around herself and rocked slightly. “I ran to her right away but by the time I got there both her arms were on fire. I snatched her from the swing and rolled her in the grass until the flames went out. To this day I still don’t know what happened.”
 
   Her words sent memories flooding through my mind. I licked my lips and picked up where she left off. “A wasp stung me on the arm. I remember it hurt like hell and that’s what made me scream. I was scared and mad and wanted to make it go away and I just kept getting madder and madder. And that’s when the fire came.”
 
   I shuddered, twisting my hands in my lap and fighting not to lose myself in that long-ago terror. “The fire just came from nowhere. I pointed at the wasp and it burst into flames but the hurt and rage wouldn’t go away, and neither did the fire. I tried to send it somewhere else, I really tried, but I couldn’t get rid of it and my arms started to burn. It just wouldn’t stop!”
 
   Alec and Kari shared a glance, one which seemed to speak a thousand words of horror and pain. And finally my heart began to forgive.
 
   Kari’s voice grew stronger, as if hearing my version of events had freed her in some way. “We’re so sorry you had to go through that, Cassie, more sorry than we can ever say. If there was any way we could make it up to you we would.”
 
   Jake leaned into me, nudging me gently with his elbow.
 
   “There is one thing you could do for me.”
 
   She didn’t hesitate. “Anything.”
 
   “I need to know more about my past. Where I came from, who my birth parents were, that sort of thing. Whatever you can tell me about the time before you took me in.”
 
   Alec frowned. “Well, to be honest, we never knew much about your past. Just that your mother died in childbirth and your father wasn’t in the picture.”
 
   I winced at the words died in childbirth. My mother had died giving birth to me, all right, just not in the way he thought.
 
   “You don’t know my place of birth? The name of the people who fostered me before you? Nothing?”
 
   Kari pursed her lips. “Well, I do have the address of the facilitator around here somewhere.”
 
   “Facilitator?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes. The man who helped place you with us. He worked for a private agency.”
 
   “I thought the state placed me.”
 
   “They did. But we hired the agency to help us find an adoptable child as quickly as possible. We’d already been disappointed twice when pregnant mothers giving their children up for adoption backed out on us once they saw their babies. We just couldn’t go through that again so we hired a facilitator to make things easier, and we agreed to adopting an older toddler rather than a newborn.”
 
   My pulse picked up speed as possibilities ran through my brain. Surely the facilitator had been able to learn some details of my past. At the very least he should be able to direct me to the proper authorities that could get that information for me. Assuming, of course, that the information wasn’t sealed.
 
   “Do you think you could dig that name up for me? It would really help.”
 
   “Of course we can. It might take awhile to find, though. It’s buried somewhere up in the attic with all the paperwork we’ve accumulated over the years.”
 
   My face fell. I’d been hoping to head straight to the adoption agency.
 
   “You’re welcome to stay until we find it. We’re having dinner in an hour or so.” She bit her lip. “Assuming you want to. I thought—I thought maybe we could catch up a bit before you and your husband have to go.”
 
   I flushed slightly. There was that phrase again. My husband.
 
   “We’re not married,” Jake said, smoothly covering my lapse. “Though I have hopes that maybe someday...” He grinned. “My name’s Jacob Zi, but please call me Jake.”
 
   “Jake’s a close friend,” I said, shooting him a quelling glance. I debated how much would be too much to tell them and decided to keep things vague. “He understands the things I’ve been through in a way no one else can.”
 
   Alec arched a brow. “Has he witnessed spontaneous combustion himself?”
 
   “Something like that. I’m sorry, I don’t want to rush you or anything, but finding that name is really important.”
 
   Kari pushed to her feet. “Don’t apologize, dear. Just excuse us for a bit and we’ll find it for you.” She tugged on her husband’s arm. “Come on, Alec. I’ll need your help to get into the attic.”
 
   Restless energy skittered through me. I crossed the room to the bay window overlooking one of the area’s small but picture-perfect lakes. Late afternoon sunlight glinted off the water, drawing attention to a group of water skiers zooming by. They seemed oblivious to the world around them, intent only on having a good time. I wished I could join them.
 
   “Something wrong?” Jake’s voice echoed in my ear. His breath tickled the skin on my neck and I closed my eyes.
 
   “Why? Should there be?”
 
   “You seem tense all of a sudden.”
 
   Eyes closed, I wrapped my arms around my chest. “Gee, Jake, I just saw the closest thing I have to parents for the first time in over twenty years and I’m standing inside one of the only places I’ve known true happiness. It’s not exactly a lighthearted moment for me.”
 
   Warm hands settled on my shoulders and began kneading with steady pressure. At first I kept my back and neck stiff, but his strong touch slowly wore me down. I relaxed with a sigh.
 
   “I just wanted to make sure this wasn’t too much for you. It can’t be easy, coming back here like this. Finally realizing they truly did want you all along; admitting that neither you nor they were to blame.”
 
   My lips twisted wryly. “Are those observations or orders?”
 
   “Maybe both.” I could hear the smile in his voice as he began massaging with greater pressure. “They were terrified parents caught up in a situation beyond their understanding. It’s not their fault they didn’t know what you were or how to get you the help you needed.”
 
   I relaxed further, leaning back against him. His arms wrapped around my shoulders and he clasped his hands atop my chest.
 
   “It just sucks, you know? All those wasted years when we could have been a family all this time. Why couldn’t a clan have found me back then and helped them get me back? Helped me understand what I was going through instead of blocking out my abilities for so long?”
 
   His lips pressed feather-soft kisses against my hair, but he made no answer. The question had been mostly rhetorical.
 
   We stood like that, admiring the rippling water and lowering sun in silence, for a half-hour. Words seemed unnecessary when compared to the seductive power of touch.
 
   Another boatload of water enthusiasts caught my eye. Unlike the previous group, this one didn’t seem to be enjoying themselves. A man and woman argued in the front of the boat, while several other men sat in the rear. They were too far away for me to make out any other details, but something about them attracted my attention.
 
   Footsteps distracted me. Reluctantly, I pulled away from Jake’s arms, stepped away from the window, and put all thoughts of the outside world on hold.
 
   A smile split Kari’s face nearly in two. She waved a sheet of paper in her hands as Alec followed her into the room. “Found it! The name and address of our facilitator. I even looked it up online for you. The agency’s still got the same address listed there in Webster Groves.”
 
   I accepted the paper with a smile of my own, eyes scanning the information quickly. Tim Elliott, Hearts In Need Adoption Agency, One Hearts Plaza. I recognized the neighborhood. Webster Groves, an affluent community on the outskirts of St. Louis City.
 
   “Thank you for finding this so quickly.” My earlier urgency had faded, making me reluctant to leave. The agency would still be there tomorrow and, in fact, had probably already closed for the evening, or would have by the time we made the hour-plus drive to Webster Groves. “I—is the invitation for dinner still good?”
 
   Kari smiled, tension releasing from her body in a sudden whoosh, making me realize she’d been holding her breath. “Of course. In fact, we’d be disappointed if you didn’t stay.”
 
   I let out a breath of my own. “Thank you. I’d like that very much.”
 
   “Wonderful. Why don’t you two join us in the kitchen? I’ll pour lemonade while Alec finishes getting dinner together.”
 
   “Mmm, lemonade.” Jake wiggled his eyebrows and put his arm around my shoulder not-so-casually. He and Kari shared a grin.
 
   I glanced out the window for one last look at the lake before letting Jake tug me away. The lovers’ quarrel had ended. The previously annoyed man and woman pressed close to each other in the rear of the boat. Something about that seemed off. I squinted against the sun and tried to figure out what was bugging me. Suddenly it hit me.
 
   “Where’d all the guys on that boat go?” I mused out loud.
 
   Jake tensed. “What boat?”
 
   I pointed. “Just a minute ago there were four or five guys in the rear of that boat and the couple was arguing in the front. Now the guys are gone and the couple could seriously use a hotel room.”
 
   Fire seemed to pool inside Jake’s eyes and his pupils became very small. Freakishly so. He sniffed the air like a wolf tracking prey.
 
   Kari paused in the doorway. “Is something wrong?”
 
   I pushed away from Jake and hurried across the room to reassure her. “Probably nothing.” Instinct screamed that was a lie. “We may have to take a rain check on dinner thou—”
 
   “Get down!” Jake shouted, throwing himself away from the window and onto the floor.
 
   I didn’t hesitate, jumping forward and knocking my foster mother off her feet. Glass shattered behind me. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw two strange men rising to their feet with pistols in hand.
 
   “Shit,” I muttered, jumping up and tugging Kari behind the hallway wall.
 
   “My God, what’s going on?”
 
   “No time to explain. In the kitchen now. Stay low.”
 
   She didn’t waste time arguing. Bracing herself on hands and knees, she scurried toward the kitchen. Men’s voices rang out but choked off abruptly.
 
   Jake rounded the corner and crouched next to me. “Got the two in there. Where are your parents?”
 
   “In the kitchen. What about the other men?”
 
   He shook his head, teeth clenched grimly. “Get your parents out while I find them.”
 
   I might have argued if not for my adoptive parents. Someone had to see them to safety.
 
   “Be careful,” I ordered, then hurried into the kitchen.
 
   Kari and Alec huddled between a center island and the refrigerator. She must have told him what little she knew because they both clutched wicked-looking butcher knives. They aimed them in my direction until realizing who I was.
 
   I crawled toward the nearest window and peeked out. Nothing. Ducking down next to them, I nodded toward the two doors on the far side of the room.
 
   “One of those a garage door?”
 
   Alec nodded. “The one on the right.”
 
   “Car keys?”
 
   He fished a key ring out of his pocket. Kari let out a breath.
 
   “Good. Follow me to the garage. Stay low, get into the fastest car, and get it started.”
 
   He started to argue. “I should go first. I served in the military—”
 
   “Negative, soldier,” I said, forcing a smile. “I’ve got a secret weapon up my sleeve. Besides, somebody has to watch our rear. Now come on.”
 
   We made it into the garage without further incident. I made sure nobody lurked inside to ambush us before waving them on to the car. The engine purred to life moments later. Biting my lip, I glanced back toward the kitchen and prayed.
 
   Alec lowered his window. “Get in, Cassie.”
 
   “I can’t leave Jake.”
 
   “You’ll do him no good endangering yourself.”
 
   He was right. Dammit.
 
   I jumped into the back of the SUV and slammed the door shut. Lowering my own window, I opened my senses to the elemental world. “Mom, get down on the floor. Dad, stay as low as possible and gun it.” I fell into childhood habits without even noticing. “And—don’t stop unless I tell you to.”
 
   “Alec, be careful.” Kari pushed herself down on the floorboard while he pressed the garage opener.
 
   “Go!” I urged.
 
   The SUV leapt forward the instant the door inched high enough. I tensed, but nobody blocked our way.
 
   Halfway to the street, gunshots blasted, hitting pavement way too close to the SUV. I leaned out the window and glanced behind.
 
   “Cassie!” Kari protested, falling silent when Alec shushed her.
 
   The man and woman on the boat had abandoned their post. They ran at us from behind the house, firing semi-automatic weapons. Jake was nowhere to be seen.
 
   “Shit,” I mumbled again. “Stop.”
 
   Alec braked quickly and I banged my head against the top of the window. Ignoring the pain, I gathered bands of red energy and plaited them with quicksilver elemental hands. Bullets smacked into the rear of the SUV as the shooters grew closer. Time to let loose. I kept it simple, lobbing fist-sized balls of fire at their feet. They ignored my initial round but their shots grew wild and gave me time enough to improve my own aim. Increasing the size of the fireballs, I gritted my teeth and aimed for their hands.
 
   The woman screamed and threw her weapon to the ground. Her shirt burst into flame. She dropped to the ground and rolled, but magical fire burns hotter and longer than normal. The man ignored her cries and let off another burst of ammunition. He got lucky, winging my arm with a single bullet. I grunted but kept up my rain of fire. The shooter made it only another few steps before he, too, fell to the ground.
 
   Pain burned its way up my arm. “C’mon, Jake,” I muttered. “Where are you?”
 
   The ground rumbled. Relief shot through me. I opened my door and scanned the surrounding trees. Seconds later Jake burst out of the nearby woods and toward the SUV.
 
   I scooted across the seat and he took my spot. “Go!” I shouted again, clapping my hand over the freely-bleeding wound and wincing.
 
   Jake noticed my discomfort. “You’re hit?”
 
   “Not bad. You?”
 
   He shook his head. “No, I learned to dodge.”
 
   Since the immediate threat had passed, I relaxed enough to grin. “Very funny.” I turned my attention to the front of the vehicle. “You both all right?”
 
   Alec glanced in the rearview mirror. “Yes. We should get you to a hospital, though.”
 
   I shook my head. “No. No hospitals.”
 
   Kari turned in her seat. Her face paled when she caught sight of the blood pouring down my arm. “Dear God, Cassie, of course you need a hospital.”
 
   “No,” I repeated gently, exchanging a look with Jake. “I’ll be fine once we get back home.”
 
   Kari turned to Alec for support. “Tell her, Alec. Tell her a doctor needs to look at that arm.”
 
   His eyes met mine in the mirror. Kari hadn’t been able to see my battle with the shooters, but he’d had a perfectly clear view from his seat. “Kari, I don’t think you need to fuss. Cassie will explain more when we reach her home.”
 
   There wasn’t even the hint of a question in his tone.
 
   I glanced at Jake and arched a brow. I wasn’t sure if there was a list of who could and couldn’t know the truth. He just nodded.
 
   “Of course I’ll explain more then. For now, just get to Highway 67 as fast as you can and head east.”
 
   The sound of material ripping met my ears. Jake wrapped a strip of his t-shirt around my arm several times, pressing it firmly to stop the bleeding. His touch soothed me and I relaxed against the seat. Later I could worry about my foster parents and their reaction to my little secret. Right now, ignoring the miniature inferno raging along my arm took what little energy I had left.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   They took the news much better than I expected. Then again, watching me immerse my arm in fire without bursting into flame myself made denying the truth pretty hard; speaking from personal experience. Kari’s eyes widened as flames licked my wound closed, leaving behind a scar where blood had once flowed. Slowly that, too, faded until only smooth perfection remained.
 
   “Amazing,” she breathed, echoing my own sentiment of weeks ago. “I wondered where all your scars went and just assumed you found the world’s greatest plastic surgeon.”
 
   I withdrew my arm from the fire and rubbed it, relishing the lingering warmth. “Not even the best plastic surgery could have completely cleared those scars.”
 
   She bit her lip, glancing from me to Breena, who stood across the fire. “I don’t understand why you scarred in the first place. Why the fire hurt you when you were little. Shouldn’t the—magic—have protected you then?”
 
   I had to give her credit. She had accepted the premise that magic existed much easier than I had.
 
   Breena fielded her question. “Unfortunately no. An Elemental can only come fully into his or her power in one of two ways. Gradually by being exposed to his or her element slowly, until a rapport can be established. Or, as is often the case with wildlings like Cassidy, after a particularly traumatic experience resulting in death.”
 
   Kari shivered, reaching a hand out to touch my arm. “I still can’t believe that you’ve died not once, but twice. You poor girl.”
 
   Breena and I exchanged a silent, amused glance. We didn’t bother mentioning the number of deaths she’d been through. Kari probably wouldn’t have believed it even if Breena could have remembered an exact figure.
 
   Alec stepped forward and placed his hand over Kari’s. “As strange as all this is to hear, and see, we’re just glad to know that things have worked out for you. That you’ve found your place in this world and people who care about you. And take care of you.”
 
   His words went straight to my heart and I realized he was right. Jake smiled when I looked to where he stood next to his mother. I had found people who cared about me. People I cared for just as much—even mercurial Breena. People I would do anything to protect, including my adoptive parents.
 
   “I’m just sorry about the damage to your home, and the fact it’s not safe for you to return right now.” Or maybe ever, I added silently, but couldn’t bear to say aloud.
 
   “That’s not important,” Alec said, laying his other hand along my shoulder. “What matters is that all of us are safe. And together.”
 
   Kari nodded. “Yes. And your brothers know to be careful, and that we may be out of touch for awhile.”
 
   My brothers. God, that sounded good. Somehow in the past hours we had slipped into the familiar routine of family. It felt right. I knew I’d die before giving it up again.
 
   Jake cleared his throat. “I’m afraid Cass and I won’t be able to stay for long, though.”
 
   I frowned. That was news to me, but I didn’t gainsay him in front of everyone.
 
   “What do you mean?” Alec asked with a frown of his own.
 
   “We have an appointment to keep tomorrow morning. In Webster Groves.”
 
   Understanding lit in my eyes. “That’s right. We have to see the facilitator.”
 
   “Alec and I can go with you,” Kari said. “After all, he’d probably be more willing to talk with us there. We were his clients after all.”
 
   Jake shook his head. “I’m sorry, Kari. That’s just not possible. It’s too dangerous.”
 
   “If it’s too dangerous for us, it’s too dangerous for Cas—for you both.”
 
   I patted her hand. “You know that’s not true, Mom. On the off chance we run into trouble, Jake and I are safer if we don’t have anyone else to watch out for. We can recover from all sorts of wounds that would kill you and Dad.”
 
   Alec sighed, then put both arms around his wife. “I’m afraid she’s right, love. Besides, we’re too old to play at being secret agents.”
 
   Breena smiled. “Yes, it’s nice to have young people around to give the more annoying tasks to.”
 
   Kari licked her lips, then forced a smile. “That’s true. Lord knows they have a thousand times more energy.”
 
   I relaxed, grateful they hadn’t put up much of an argument. I hadn’t exaggerated. We’d be much safer if we didn’t have to worry about mere mortals the next time danger struck.
 
   Of course, we still had ourselves to worry about.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I fiddled with a curl as we approached the elegant brick building. A discreet sign hung in front: Hearts in Need Adoption Agency.
 
   Jake captured my hand in his own and squeezed. “Nervous?”
 
   “No—” I started, then let out a breath. No sense trying to lie. He knew me better than that. “A little. What if he won’t tell us anything?”
 
   “Then we’ll get the information some other way. If not through legal channels, then not-so-legal ones.”
 
   A grin touched my lips. “Once that suggestion might have shocked me.”
 
   “What about now?”
 
   “Now I think I like the way your mind works.”
 
   A perfectly-coiffed receptionist offered a megawatt smile at our approach. “Welcome to Hearts in Need Adoption Agency. My name is Peggy. Do you have an appointment?”
 
   Jake nodded. “Yes, with Mr. Elliott.”
 
   She glanced at the appointment book in front of her. “Mr. and Mrs., ah, Jondo?”
 
   My lips twitched at the pseudo Chinese surname he’d supplied. Miss Smiles didn’t seem to notice, too busy trying to put an Asian spin on her pronunciation.
 
   Jake draped his arm around my shoulder and squeezed. “Yes, that’s us. We’re looking forward to working with your firm.”
 
   Her smile increased in voltage. She seriously needed to let up on the over-the-counter whitening strips. “Mr. Elliott’s waiting for you. I’ll buzz you right in.”
 
   After a brief conversation via intercom, she escorted us toward one of several doors. Glossy black-and-white photographs lined the walls everywhere I looked. Each showed children of varying ages playing happily with couples I assumed to be their adoptive parents. The candid shots were designed to tug hard at heartstrings, and they succeeded. Even on me, and I’d never been one for maternal instincts.
 
   Miss Smiles tapped on the door, opened it, then ushered us in. “Mr. Elliott’s assistant Beverly will take care of you.”
 
   Beverly proved to be the exact opposite of her young, slick counterpart. Her snowy hair, kind eyes, and motherly air reminded me of Betty White on the Golden Girls.
 
   “You must be Mr. and Mrs. Jondo.” Her eyes twinkled as she pronounced the name without the slightest hint of an Asian tang. “Would either of you like coffee or tea?” When we shook our heads, she smiled. “Then I’ll show you into Mr. Elliott’s office.”
 
   The door she lead us to dominated the nearest wall. Made of solid teak, a glittering gold sign proclaimed Mr. Elliott had moved up in the world. His title now read President and CEO rather than Facilitator.
 
   “Mr. Elliott, Mr. and Mrs. Jondo here to see you.” This time she pronounced it the same way Miss Smiles had, making me grin. Just like Betty White’s ditzy character Rose, there was more to Beverly than met the eye.
 
   Charles Elliott rose to his feet and stepped around his desk to greet us. Somewhere in his late 50s, he stood shorter than both Jake and me. Wispy gray hair surrounded a glistening patch of bald head. Dark brown eyes gleamed with a warmth I found somehow phony. That paired with his overly effusive greeting put me on edge.
 
   “Please, have a seat. Bev, did you offer them coffee?”
 
   He missed her exasperated eye roll since his back was already turned. “I sure did, Mr. Elliott. They declined. Is there anything else?”
 
   “No, no. Just hold my calls.”
 
   She gave another eye roll, then winked at me before closing the door. Jake tugged me to the overstuffed chairs in front of Elliott’s desk and we both sat down.
 
   “Now then, I’m pleased you chose Hearts in Need. I’ve personally been with the agency for over 30 years and we’ve helped place thousands of children in loving homes. I’m sure we can do the same for you. Tell me a little about yourselves.”
 
   Jake patted my hand. Truth time.
 
   I cleared my throat. “I’m sorry, Mr. Elliott. We’re not here to discuss adoption.”
 
   His phony warmth cooled a few degrees. “Then why are you here?”
 
   “Twenty-six years ago you helped place me with a loving family of my own.”
 
   The warmth notched back up. “Ahhh, how wonderful. You’re here to offer a testimonial then? To spread some of your own happiness around to other children in need of families.”
 
   “Not exactly. Unfortunately, the adoption fell through before it could be finalized and the state took custody of me.”
 
   His lips inched downward. “I see. What exactly do you need from me, Mrs.—Jondo?”
 
   The way he drawled the name indicated he hadn’t actually fallen for the attempted ruse. Not that I’d really expected anyone to.
 
   “I was hoping you might have some information regarding my family history, Mr. Elliott. My former foster parents told me your name, but not much else besides the fact my mother died.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” His tone indicated the exact opposite. “We can’t give out confidential information to just anyone.”
 
   My eyes narrowed. Nice and easy, Cass. “I’m not just anyone. I’m the person in question. If I can’t be given that confidential information, then who can?”
 
   “The State,” he said without hesitation. “And, short of a court order, no one else. Not even you.”
 
   “Look, can’t you at least take down my name and phone number and look my file up? Maybe there’s something you can tell me that’s not confidential.”
 
   He looked like he was going to argue but abruptly changed his mind. “I suppose there’s no harm in that at least.” He picked up a pen. “Full maiden name and date of birth?”
 
   “Cassidy Marie Grant. Though it was just Cassidy Marie Smith before my foster parents had it legally changed.”
 
   His skin took on a distinct pallor. Sweat broke out on his brow and his shaking hand grew still. “Cassidy Grant? I didn’t recog—” He bit off his words and gulped in a breath of air. The man looked like he’d just seen a ghost. He jerked to his feet and scurried straight to the door. “You’ll both have to leave now. I’m sorry but there’s nothing I can do for you.”
 
   Jake and I stood but didn’t move toward the door. “Mr. Elliott, surely there’s something we can—”
 
   “Leave now, Ms. Grant,” he cut me off. “Before I call security to escort you out.”
 
   His sudden paranoia was bizarre in the extreme. I made one last attempt to appeal to his sense of compassion. “Please, Mr. Elliott. I have to know.”
 
   “Get. Out.” He gritted each word. Spittle flew from his mouth and landed on the floor. I would have been grossed out if anger hadn’t started burning in my stomach. Obviously the bastard didn’t have a sense of compassion. I opened my mouth but Jake grabbed me by the arm and steered me toward the door. Falling silent, I glared at the beady-eyed little man while we sailed by. He slammed the door shut the moment we cleared the doorway.
 
   Beverly winced when the door crashed against its frame. She approached us, glancing furtively toward her boss’s domain. “Ms. Grant?” she arched a brow. “Not Mrs. Jondo?”
 
   “Yeah. Sorry.”
 
   She shook her head. “That’s not why I ask.” Clearing her throat, she added, “I think I can help you. But...not here. There’s a café a block north of here. I can meet you there in a half-hour.”
 
   “We’ll be there.”
 
   She reassumed a businesslike demeanor, escorting us back to the main lobby. “Thank you for visiting us at Hearts in Need. Have a wonderful day.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The café crouched between two larger businesses: one a corner grocery and the other a Starbucks. I’d never really understood the fervent obsession so many Americans had for Starbucks; it seemed overpriced and overhyped to me. I swirled the ice in my water, heel tapping against the bottom of the booth. “How much longer?”
 
   Jake shot me the sort of look you might give a child who’s just asked “Are we there yet?” for the umpteenth time. “She should be here any minute. And if you ask me that one more time, you’re gonna wear your water.”
 
   I resisted the urge to stick out my tongue. “The waitress is giving us a rude look again. I don’t think she believes we’re really waiting for someone.”
 
   He leaned back next to me, muscles rippling with the movement. His t-shirt du jour was jet black with gold Celtic knotwork stretching across it. I wasn’t sure what the knots signified. Then again, they could have just been for decoration
 
   “Here she comes.”
 
   I craned my neck and saw the Betty White lookalike heading straight for our booth. The constipated waitress greeted her by name, hugging her as if she were a long-lost relative. She seemed surprised when Beverly slid into our booth a moment later.
 
   “Did anyone follow me in?” she whispered, picking up a menu and partially obscuring her face. When I shook my head she sighed deeply, every muscle visibly relaxing. “I’m retiring in a few weeks so I shouldn’t really care if the fink catches me, but—I do.”
 
   My lips twitched. “The fink?”
 
   She flipped her menu open and laid it flat on the table. “Yeah, the fink; my soon-to-be former boss. I can’t tell you how much I’m looking forward to calling him ex-boss.”
 
   I wrinkled my nose in sympathy. “That bad?”
 
   “Worse! I don’t know how I’ve put up with that man for thirty-five years.”
 
   Jake grinned at the way she said that man. He nodded at the menu. “Go ahead and order whatever you want. It’ll be our treat.”
 
   Beverly rolled her eyes. “What I could really use is a stiff drink, but they don’t serve those here. Guess I’ll settle for lunch.”
 
   Once we placed our orders, she adjusted her wire-framed glasses and cleared her throat. “You’re probably wondering why I wanted to meet you here.”
 
   “Well, yes. How is it you think you can help me?”
 
   “Twenty-three years ago I saw a true injustice done a sweet little girl and kept silent. I always swore if there was ever anything I could do to correct it, I would.”
 
   “Are you talking about when I was burned or when I was taken away from my foster parents?”
 
   “Both. I never believed those lovely people would have harmed a hair on your head, though it’s equally difficult to put stock in their claim of spontaneous combustion. Personally I think it was just a tragic accident. Maybe they should have been watching you more carefully, I don’t know. But I do know you shouldn’t have been ripped away from the only real family you ever knew; a family who loved you very much.”
 
   The waitress bustled over with iced tea and we grew silent until she left. I picked up the thread of conversation. “It might interest you to know that I recently reconciled with my parents. We came to terms with what happened.”
 
   A smile tugged her lips upward and her eyes sparkled with genuine delight. “I’m so happy to hear that! They were pleased as punch to see you, no doubt.”
 
   I nodded. “As happy I was to see them, though I was surprised to learn about—my little brothers.”
 
   “Oh, how wonderful. They had more than one child? I knew they were waiting for the first to be born when...” Her voice trailed off. She fidgeted with her glasses before continuing. “In any event, I should get to the point of why I invited you here. I wanted to give you this.”
 
   Reaching into her oversized purse, she withdrew a legal-sized manila folder and slid it across the table. I thumbed it open. A single sheet of paper nestled inside. The first few lines revealed it was a police report dated, not the day of my accident, but the day of my birth. I skipped to the actual description of the incident. One sentence especially caught my eye. “Subject female infant was reportedly discovered on the doorstep of complainants Daniel and Vicky Morrow of Hannibal, who brought said infant to the local hospital.”
 
   My eyes widened. “This is the couple who found my—me?”
 
   She didn’t notice my slip. “Yes. I never met them, of course, but they’re the ones who turned you over to the authorities. They claimed you were abandoned at their door but, who knows, maybe there’s more they didn’t tell the police. At any rate, it gives you a place to start.”
 
   “This is wonderful,” I said, voice thickening. “I don’t know how to thank you for this.”
 
   “Just promise me a family portrait someday; with you, your foster parents, and your little brothers. Maybe even your birth family if you manage to find them.”
 
   I ignored the stinging in my eyes. She had no way of knowing just how unlikely that was. “Consider it promised.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Hannibal, Missouri: boyhood home of Samuel Clemens, otherwise known as Mark Twain. Despite its proximity to St. Louis, I’d never been there before. Jake shut the engine off and turned to face me. Afternoon sunlight hit his hair, sparking nearly-purple glints that made me want to run my fingers through them. “You ready for this?”
 
   I averted my gaze, staring instead at the black-and-white sign hanging from the wraparound porch ahead. “Morrow Manor Bed & Breakfast, Making Tomorrow as Sweet as Today.” Daniel and Vicky hadn’t been hard to track down; they ran the same B&B they’d been running for close to four decades. The rambling Victorian stretched out in front of us and begged to be explored. I’d always had a thing for huge old houses. Ironic, considering I rented a tiny, ultra-modern condo, and part of the reason I’d gotten into flipping houses to earn extra cash.
 
   Too afraid of setting down permanent roots alone, a voice whispered before I ruthlessly tamped it down. Opening the passenger door, I stepped outside and stretched. “Of course I’m ready,” I said when he joined me. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Oh, I don’t know; maybe because these people may be able to tell you something about your birth mother. Or, even worse, maybe not.”
 
   A wisp of breeze blew curls into my face. I shoved them back behind my ears and strode up the cobblestoned walkway leading to the porch. Undeterred, Jake kept up with me pace for pace. When the silence stretched the entire length of the very long walkway, irritation bubbled inside. With someone else I could have safely assumed the uncomfortable topic had been dropped; not so with the man next to me.
 
   “Damn Dragons,” I muttered.
 
   He coughed, although it sounded suspiciously like a cut-off chuckle. I wrapped my arms around myself and grunted. “Fine, I’m nervous. Happy now?”
 
   “Very. You know, for a Phoenix you have an awfully hard time admitting your own emotions. They’re not a weakness, you know.”
 
   “Says the boy who grew up with a family he knew loved him. You have no idea what it’s like to feel completely alone; to be lonely all the time.”
 
   “Don’t I?” His lips twisted in a smile that wasn’t really a smile.
 
   I thought of Colin and shivered. Unwilling to concede the point, I took the wide steps two at a time, struggling to leave the emotions he’d stirred behind. Of course, I couldn’t shake him so easily. A keycode entry rested to the right of the door, obviously meant for guests who had already checked in. I rang the doorbell next to it. Several moments passed. When I reached up my finger to ring again, footsteps echoed on the other side of the door. I swallowed, trying to moisten my dry throat, and tapped my fingers against my thighs.
 
   “Easy, girl,” Jake murmured.
 
   I shot him a glare but bit off my retort when the door swung open. Later, I promised with my eyes. His grin indicated he got the message loud and clear.
 
   A short, white-haired man smiled and beckoned us inside. An imposing foyer stretched ahead, leading to an even larger hallway. Winding stairs curved upward just to the left and a formal parlor lay to the right. Black and white photographs from the Victorian age dominated the mauve and teal striped wallpaper. I was charmed immediately.
 
   The man spoke, drawing my attention from the Victorian décor. “Welcome to Morrow Manor Bed and Breakfast. I’m Danny Morrow. Are you the Albertsons or the Walkers?”
 
   I forced a smile. “Neither.”
 
   “Did someone in town recommend us to you then?”
 
   “Not exactly. We got your names from someone in Webster Groves, near St. Louis.” I watched for his reaction. 
 
   His expression didn’t change. “Excellent. Former guests, I imagine.”
 
   “No. An assistant at Hearts in Need.”
 
   “Is that a charity of some sort?”
 
   I decided to try the direct approach. “No, it’s an adoption agency. The adoption agency that helped place me with a family when I was a child.” I paused. “I was born twenty-nine years ago in this very town. In October.”
 
   He stepped back, eyes widening slightly. “Gracious. Then that would make you little Cassidy.”
 
   My heart skittered. “How did you know my name?”
 
   His surprise softened, businesslike smile replaced by one more personal and affectionate. “Your mother gave it to you before you were born; one of the few things she had to give.”
 
   Emotions surged inside, nearly overwhelming me with their intensity. Jake took my elbow in a firm grip, steadying me. I took a deep breath before responding.
 
   “You—you knew my mother?”
 
   Rather than answering my question, he closed the door behind us. “This is a tale best told from the beginning, with a very big pot of tea, and perhaps a smidge of our finest Irish.”
 
   An involuntary laugh escaped. “A man after my own heart.”
 
   Danny motioned us to precede him down the large, open hallway. “Vicky would have my head if I didn’t take you straight back to her before saying anything more. She’s worried about you something fierce the past thirty years.”
 
   “Twenty-nine,” I corrected automatically.
 
   He grinned. “Sure, and don’t I know better than to add even an extra minute onto a lovely lady’s age?” His voice lilted slightly, reminding me of Jake’s mother. He’d either moved to the States at a young age or grown up with Irish immigrant parents; perhaps both.
 
   “You’ve a lovely turn of phrase,” I remarked, fishing for the answer.
 
   “That’d be thanks to my grandparents who raised me, God rest their souls. Patrick and Mary Morrow from Ulster way. Grandda had the heart of a bard, he did.” He stepped around us when we reached a massive oak door at the end of the hall which read Staff Only. Opening the door with a flourish, he waved us through.
 
   The rear of the house had obviously been reserved for the Morrows’ personal use. Smaller and less formal than the front area had been, it was no less charming. Family photographs lined the pale blue walls. Unlike the old-fashioned portraits in the rest of the house, these pictures depicted smiling faces in Technicolor.
 
   “Vicky’ll be in the kitchen baking. She likes to serve fresh baked goods with every meal.” His voice and face softened with each mention of his wife’s name. I wondered what it would feel like to have someone so obviously in love with me. When Jake glanced my way, I flushed and hurried to catch up with Danny.
 
   The kitchen lay directly east of the living room, practically triple the size of the previous room. A swinging door to the south led toward the main area of the house. Bright yellow walls covered with colorful earthenware leant the room a cheerful air. The delicious aroma of baking cookies only added to that impression. A pleasant, feminine voice hummed a bouncy tune on the far side of the kitchen. An industrial-sized refrigerator door slammed shut, revealing a woman who could only be described as pleasantly plump. Just seeing her round, pretty face and hearing her sing made me grin. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen someone so obviously happy simply to be alive.
 
   The woman’s hand flew to her chest when she caught sight of us. “Gracious, Danny. I didn’t hear you come in.” She smiled at Jake and me. “Who have you brought with you, darlin’?”
 
   He stepped around the stainless steel island and took both her hands in his. “Now then, love, you’d best have a seat while I pour us all a cuppa.”
 
   She narrowed sharp brown eyes and made an exasperated noise. “Don’t be mollycoddling me, Danny. Just go on and spit it out.”
 
   Amusement lit in his own eyes as he grinned over his shoulder. “Made of stern stuff, this one is. Fair enough, then, but don’t say I didn’t try to warn you.” She squeezed his hands, encouraging him to get to the point. “This pretty lass is none other than our little Cassidy.”
 
   Her naturally rosy cheeks paled as she took a step back. “Gracious, Danny,” she said for the second time, eyes widening. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Just look at her, Vicky.”
 
   She took a breath, dropped her husband’s hands, and stepped around the island. I stayed still, allowing her to get as close as she wanted. She stopped mere inches away. Her eyes drank me in, roaming from head to toe, then back again.
 
   “Curly hair rather than straight, red rather than blonde, but your face—it’s the same as your mother’s, God rest her soul. Little Cassidy’s returned to us at last.” She reached a hand out to touch my cheek.
 
   I struggled to lighten the mood. “Not so little anymore. I’m taller than both of you.”
 
   She smiled, lips trembling slightly. “You’ve been just a tiny little baby in my mind all these years. It’ll take some getting used to, thinking of you all grown up. Though I’ve prayed long and hard these many years you would indeed grow up, safe and sound and happy.”
 
   Well, two out of three wasn’t bad. I thought about the things I’d been through over the past few weeks and amended that thought. Make that one out of three...
 
   Vicky’s hand moved from my cheek to hug me close, not at all intimidated by my greater height. She pushed away, eyeing me critically. “Too skinny by far. You’ll be staying for dinner, of course.”
 
   I returned her hug awkwardly, laughing at her outrageous statement. “Too skinny? Just because I’m tall doesn’t mean I’m too skinny. I could stand to lose a good thirty pounds.”
 
   “Oh no you couldn’t,” Jake drawled, bringing attention to himself at last. “I like you just the way you are.”
 
   Vicky’s gaze zoomed in on him like a hawk sighting prey. “And who is this handsome young man? Your beau?”
 
   Torn between blushing and laughing, I opted for laughter. “Not exactly.” At his raised eyebrow, my chuckle turned to a snicker. “Not yet, at any rate.”
 
   “Ahhh,” she said with a wink. “So that’s the way of it.”
 
   Danny joined his wife, grinning at her. “If she leads him half the merry chase you led me...”
 
   “Oh, go on with you now,” she scolded. “Just because I didn’t fall for your baby blues the moment you batted them in my direction; unlike every other girl you ever made moon eyes at.”
 
   He clutched his chest with both hands, eyes widening dramatically. “Such a sharp tongue you have, Vicky my love.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “And such a tongue of silver you have, Danny boy.” She turned back to me. “Now, then, you and your young man have a seat at the kitchen table while I fix a spot of tea.”
 
   “And I’ll fetch the Irish,” Danny offered, already moving across the room.
 
   Vicky and I shared an amused glance. She bustled around the kitchen, rifling through cupboards and arranging saucers and cups on what appeared to be a genuine silver tray. A matching silver tea kettle whisked away from the stovetop made the perfect finishing touch.
 
   “You’ve a lovely place here,” I said once we all were settled around the table with cups and saucers.
 
   Vicky finished serving the tea before responding. “Why thank you. We inherited it from Danny’s grandparents when they died. Nearly lost it soon after till he struck upon the idea of turning it into a B&B. Such a clever man that one is.”
 
   He winked and poured a dash of whiskey into each cup. “I’ll remind you of that the next time you’re cursing my cleverness, love.”
 
   She shot him an indulgent look. “There’s clever and then there’s clever, Daniel Michael Morrow.”
 
   He grinned, an impish light in his eyes, and raised his cup. “To little Cassidy, safe and sound and with us once more.”
 
   “Sláinte,” Vicky murmured, clicking his cup and then gesturing toward mine.
 
   “Sláinte,” I repeated hesitantly, touching her cup with my own and mangling the pronunciation.
 
   “Sláinte agus tainte,” Jake said as he tapped first Danny’s and then Vicky’s cups. The words dripped from his lips effortlessly, sounding to me like slon-cha oggus tin-cha. Not that I could have repeated it once much less ten times fast.
 
   Keen interest lit in Danny’s eyes. “Health and wealth to you as well,” he said, for my benefit I’m sure. “A bheil a’ Ghàidhlig agaibh?”
 
   “Tha a’ Ghàidhlig aig mo mhàthair.”
 
   Vicky took pity on my look of utter confusion. “Sláinte’s an Irish toast meaning health. As for the rest, Danny asked your young man if he speaks Gaelic and he said he has it from his mother. Then again, I only know a few phrases thanks to Danny.” She tilted her head. “I did get that much right, yes?”
 
   Danny nodded. “Aye, for the most part. Very good, love.” He turned his attention back to Jake. “I’ll take pity on the lassies and stick to English. I would love to speak the Gaelic with you later if you’re willing. There’s few around these parts who speak it half so fine as you.”
 
   I shot Jake a speculative look, wondering what other surprises he had in store. Sure, I’d known Breena must have grown up in Ireland by the lilt in her voice, but I never would have guessed she’d taught her son to speak fluent Gaelic. For some reason the fact he’d taken the time to learn such a beautiful, complex language, no doubt for his mother’s sake, added a whole new layer to his character. He was making it really hard not to like him. Hell, if I could be honest with myself for even a moment, he was making it damned difficult not to love him.
 
   My brain shied away from that sentiment, steering my thoughts back to the matter at hand. I struggled to do the same with the conversation. “Will you tell me about my mother now, Danny? I need to know as much as I can about her.”
 
   He took a long drink of tea, eyes meeting Vicky’s from over his cup. Guessing the reason for his obvious hesitation, I sought to reassure him.
 
   “I don’t know who she was, but I do know what she was. What I am.”
 
   Replacing his cup on its saucer with exaggerated care, he turned his gaze on me. “Now then, darlin’, that’s something I’ve been wondering myself these many years. What exactly she was; who she was running from; and whether you were destined to meet the same fate as she.”
 
   The rise and fall of his voice captivated me every bit as much as the fact he spoke of my mother. I leaned forward, silently urging him to continue his tale.
 
   “We actually own several dozen acres of land, most of which is forest. Vicky and I are amateur spelunkers, or were at that time anyway. Nowadays, our joints creak too much to muck around in caves. Vicky’s parents took our children for a visit that day in October. We packed a picnic and set out for a cave just a couple miles back near the edge of our property. At the time, I thought I just had a sudden whim to go exploring but later, I realized something—magical—called me to that cave. My family has always had a sixth sense, I suppose you could say. That cave is where we found her.”
 
   “My mother,” I whispered, hands clutching my cup’s handle so tightly it hurt.
 
   “Yes,” he acknowledged. “Your mother. Lord knows how long she’d been hiding in the cave. At the time we wondered how she could have survived as far back as she was; gets damned cold in caves, no matter how nice the weather outside. Later, though, we had our question answered...”
 
   I loosened my grip on the cup and nodded. The last thing a Phoenix had to fear was the cold.
 
   “At any rate, we came upon her some ways from the entrance. A tiny little thing she was, but fierce as any mother protecting her young. She didn’t hear us at first, too focused on the labor pains racking her body. But when she noticed us she became a wild thing, cursing and spitting and threatening us.”
 
   Breena’s words came back to me. Those Elementals without the magical protections of Quatrains were called wildlings. By remaining unbound, wildlings condemned themselves to take on the characteristics of their elements; in my mother’s case—fire.
 
   “My first instinct was to send Vicky to call the police, until I noticed how heavily pregnant she was. In that moment my only concern was seeing you safely delivered. But first we had to calm your mother.”
 
   He shook his head, a rueful twist touching his lips. “That was easier said than done. She continued ranting and raving; the sweat pouring down her brows convincing us she was feverish. Finally, though, she began to sound more coherent. She said ‘I won’t let them have my baby.’ When I asked her who, she replied, ‘Those who stalk me, those who will never let me rest. If you’re with them I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you both.’ The look in her eyes convinced me she meant it.” He bit his lip. “It’s a lucky thing I didn’t know in that moment she could make good her threat. I thought that, in her condition, she was all but helpless.”
 
   “Never underestimate a mother protecting her babe,” Vicky said. “Even had she not been what she was, I think she could have found another way to protect her child. I know I would.”
 
   Danny acknowledged the truth of her words. “Fair enough. Still and all, we wanted to help your mother. It took some persuading, but finally we convinced her we weren’t her enemies. I don’t know what convinced her to trust us, our words or just sheer desperation. But at last she gave in.
 
   “We made the mistake of suggesting she let us take her to the hospital.” He shook his head at the memory. “She spat and clawed at me until I promised not to contact the authorities. Of course, I planned to see her and Vicky settled in and then go for help myself. I figured it better not to tell her that.
 
   “Once we got her to lie on a sleeping bag and drink some water, she began to calm down again. She grew more lucid, although she was obviously in great pain. No matter how much water we gave her, though, rivers of sweat continued to run from her body. She was burning hot to the touch. When I made one more attempt to convince her she needed medical attention, she told me not to worry; that the sweat and heat were perfectly natural for one of her kind. Only later did I have some inkling of what she meant.”
 
   He paused, taking another pull from his cup before continuing. “The next hour went by quickly, with the heat and sweat growing practically unbearable for us to take. I don’t know how she stood them. She became frantic toward the end, grabbing onto both of us and shaking. ‘Promise me,’ she begged. ‘Promise me you’ll see my daughter safe when I’m gone.’
 
   “I tried to convince her she was fine, that once you were here she’d recover and raise you herself. ‘Promise me,’ she insisted. ‘Promise you’ll take her to the authorities. Say she was abandoned on your doorstep and that’s all you know. If you don’t, they’ll find her—and they’ll kill her.’
 
   “She seemed so terrified, and so intent on hearing the words, that we gave them to her. Once we promised to see you safe, she whispered, ‘Oh my sweet Cassidy Marie. I’m so sorry I won’t be there to keep you safe myself.’ Then her hysteria returned. She shouted at us to keep away from her, to get back before the fire came. We figured she was delusional, but when we tried to touch her, the heat pushed us back. Even then we weren’t prepared for what came next.”
 
   He grabbed his wife’s hand, clutching it as tightly as I’d clutched my cup. “The moment we stepped several paces back, your mother screamed. A long, terrible sound, and sorry I am to share that with you. But she screamed that scream, and then—the fire came, just as she’d predicted. Fire flared in that little cave, fire that had no business being there. It was so much brighter than our puny little lantern that we covered our eyes. When we opened them, she was gone; and there you were.”
 
   Vicky picked up the story’s thread when he fell silent. “You were so beautiful, and perfect in every way. A tiny, naked, squalling little thing, but perfect. You shook your legs and hands at us, covered in—ashes. Almost as if you knew what had happened.”
 
   “Just like a creature of myth,” Danny whispered. “A human version of the phoenix.”
 
   “But that’s exactly what I am,” I cried, pushing back from the table and jumping to my feet. “I am a Phoenix—but I’m not human. Human babies don’t burn their mothers to death and wallow in their ashes!”
 
   Jake crossed to me in a flash, wrapping his arms around me and pushing my head against his chest. “Shhh, little one. I told you it was no fault of your own. Your mother loved you. She wanted you very much, and she made her choice to protect you, no matter the cost to herself. That was her right.”
 
   “But why didn’t she seek a Quatrain?” I wailed. “Why couldn’t she bond and give birth safely like your mother?”
 
   He pressed kisses from my forehead to my ear. “I don’t know, sweetheart,” he whispered. “But I suspect it has something to do with the Stalkers chasing her; and maybe with the Stalkers now chasing you.”
 
   I froze, wide eyes staring into his own. “Jesus. You think that’s possible? You think they discovered who my mother was and tracked me down?”
 
   “If I’ve learned one thing about the Society,” he said dryly, “it’s that, with them, anything is possible.”
 
   An impatient sigh escaped my lips. “If only my mother hadn’t died. If only I had some way to talk to her, to learn more of her past.”
 
   Danny stood, drawing our attention. “Well, darlin’, there may be a way. Oh, not to actually talk to her, but to hear her words nonetheless.”
 
   My pulse slowed as hope clawed its way into my heart. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Your mother left behind a bag of belongings. We hid them in the cave so nobody could find them, hoping one day you’d return to claim them. Grandda used to tell stories of magical beings who could command the elements. At least, I always believed them to be stories, like those he told of the Shining Ones and the Little People. But when I witnessed the miracle of your birth, I realized magic does exist in this world, and I prayed it would lead you back to us someday.”
 
   Vicky joined her husband. “Now it has, and it’s only right you inherit your mother’s belongings, including her journal.”
 
   I gasped. “She kept a journal?”
 
   “Yes, or at least I assume it’s a journal. It was written in some language neither of us could understand. We figured it was safer not to ask questions about it, and we hoped you might find a way to decipher it.”
 
   My hope dampened. If my mother had written her journal in the same language that had been used on the workroom’s candles, I wouldn’t be able to understand it. Still, Breena could surely help me translate it once we got home.
 
   “Please, take me to the cave where you found her. I have to see it for myself. I need to see my birthplace and touch my mother’s belongings.”
 
   Danny and Vicky shared a look. He relaxed when she nodded.
 
   “One of us needs to stay here for our guests. But come, I’ll take you. I’ll show you where you were born—and where your mother died.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Danny gestured to the cave’s entrance just as the sun sank into the western horizon. He clicked on the high-powered flashlight in his hands and stepped toward the mouth of the cave. Jake followed him closely, but I lagged a few paces behind. My breath slowed to a crawl, mimicking my hesitant footsteps. I closed my eyes for a moment, concentrating. When I opened them again, elemental vision overlay physical eyesight. Bands of gleaming energy vibrated around me. I flexed my elemental hands, sifting red energy through ephemeral fingers. A sense of peace settled inside me. Comforted, I hurried to catch up with the others.
 
   The air grew cooler once I stepped across the cave’s threshold. The shimmering bands of green grew more predominant the farther inside I passed. The metaphysical representations of the other three Elements could still be seen; but here, Earth reigned. I almost ran into Jake before realizing the men had stopped where a tunnel branched off from the main cavern. Jake reached behind, grasped my hand, and pulled me to his side. Fortunately, the tunnel appeared wide enough for us to walk side-by-side. We trailed behind Danny as he led us farther into the earth.
 
   The tunnel twisted and turned several times. The air grew cooler with each step, though a quick tug on red bands of energy meant I was soon comfortable enough. Jake, at home in his element, didn’t seem to notice the coolness at all. Danny had shrugged into a fleece-lined jacket just before entering the cave. Fifteen minutes passed, and then we stepped out into another cavern. Thick, green beams of light bounced around, occasionally threaded through with slender strands of red, blue, and white.
 
   I dimmed my elemental vision in order to take a better glance at the physical characteristics of the cavern. About twenty feet in diameter, its walls stretched out in a vaguely circular shape. A few stalagmites rose up here and there, though most of the cavern floor was relatively smooth. Many more stalactites hung overheard, nearly touching the stalagmites in places. Danny moved toward the far side of the cavern. Taking one last glance around, I tugged Jake after him.
 
   Danny stopped in front of a small tarp lying on the floor. “I covered her bag so it wouldn’t get wet until we moved it. Though when we returned, we realized moving it was unnecessary. Apparently, she’d protected it somehow.”
 
   He handed the flashlight to Jake, who shone it directly on the tarp. Dust motes rose in droves when Danny pulled the tarp back. My eyes focused on the backpack that was revealed. I remained frozen in place until Jake prodded me forward.
 
   I crouched on the floor and ran my hands along the worn canvas. Initials had been embroidered on the front pocket: MMG. I wondered if they were my mother’s initials, or whether the backpack had originally been someone else’s. No way to tell, although I preferred to think they were hers.
 
   “Are you going to open it?” Jake prompted.
 
   My hands grew still upon the canvas. Eagerness to see my mother’s belongings battled the sense of uneasiness settling over me. The thought of going through her things here, where she’d died, seemed somehow disrespectful; almost profane.
 
   “Not here,” I said, hands gathering the backpack’s straps. “Besides, it’ll be easier to see back at the manor. Assuming you don’t mind?”
 
   “Of course I don’t mind,” Danny said, reclaiming his flashlight from Jake. “Vicky should have our guests settled in and supper on the table by the time we get back. I’ll show you both to your room afterward and you can take all the time you need.”
 
   I hoisted the backpack over my shoulders and adjusted to its weight. The cavern floor where my mother had labored—and died—met my gaze. Threads of red energy gathered in a good-sized pool, larger than any I’d noticed since entering the cavern. Curiosity overcame me again. Strengthening my elemental vision, I tapped into the crimson pool of energy and gasped. Emotions bombarded me, so sharp and vivid they seemed to be my own. Fear, pain, panic, relief, acceptance, and, overwhelming all the others, a great sense of love. A mother’s love.
 
   Tears slipped down my cheeks as the emotions faded away one by one. Love disappeared last, flaring with one final pulse that flashed straight to my heart.
 
   “Cass? Are you all right?”
 
   I looked into Jake’s concerned eyes, nodding. “Yes. I’ve seen everything I need to see.”
 
   He searched my face for several seconds before returning my nod. “Good. Let’s head back then.”
 
   Danny squeezed my shoulder but said nothing. He led the way back through the tunnel and forest, allowing me the time I needed to sort my thoughts and emotions. By the time we made it back to the manor I figured I could at least make it through dinner without an emotional meltdown. Probably.
 
   Danny opened the back door and let us pass through first. “Vicky my love, we’re back. And we’re hungry!”
 
   I followed Jake across the back porch toward the kitchen. My nose wrinkled at the scent of burning meat. My earlier disquiet returned tenfold. Jake must have sensed something amiss as well because he hurried through the kitchen doorway, around the island, and toward the front of the B&B. “Stay with him!” he said before disappearing from view.
 
   Another scent hit my nose, this one sharp and tangy. It reminded me of—blood.
 
   Danny joined me in the kitchen and frowned. “Where’s Vicky? What’s that burning?”
 
   I rounded the island and glanced toward the oven. A horrified face with bulging eyes stared up at me from the floor, blood flowing from a single perfect hole in its forehead. I gasped when I realized the face belonged to Vicky.
 
   “Vicky?” Danny raised his voice and stepped toward me.
 
   I turned to stop him, but it was too late. He froze and stared down at her face in shock. His mouth worked silently as his brain tried to process the grisly truth of what he saw.
 
   “Shhh,” I warned, leaning down to check for a pulse. My own brain registered the fact she couldn’t have survived such a gunshot to the head, but I had to be sure.
 
   He ignored my warning. “No, no that’s not my Vicky.” His voice rose steadily. “Vicky, where are you?”
 
   I turned to shush him more effectively, but gunshots rang out in the front of the house. My skin grew pale. Jake! The swinging door crashed open as Jake stumbled into the kitchen, blood dripping from a wound in his shoulder. His pain-filled eyes met mine. “Go!” he managed to order before dropping to the floor.
 
   “Get out of the house!” I hissed at Danny, crawling on hands and knees to Jake. The backpack banged painfully as I moved, but time was too precious to waste in removing it. Danny didn’t listen to me any better than I listened to Jake. He ran away from his wife’s body, still convinced she had to be alive in another part of the house. He shoved the swinging door back the other way. Before he could step through the doorway, however, shots rang out one more time. Two bullets passed through his chest, over my head, and blasted into the refrigerator. If not for the fact I’d crawled to reach Jake, they would have ripped through me instead. Danny staggered and fell just in front of Jake’s crumpled form. A masked figure lowered its weapon. The form reached for another round of ammo before the door swung shut and I could see no more.
 
   “Shit.” I reached forward to check Danny’s pulse. Nothing. Turning back to Jake, I shook him to prod him back to consciousness; then noticed that the wound in his shoulder was mirrored by another in his chest, perilously close to his heart. “Oh no!”
 
   Footsteps echoed on the other side of the door. “Come out with your hands raised, Ms. Grant. Now.”
 
   Despair flooded through my brain. Vicky and Danny were already dead, and Jake was dangerously close. That left just me against God knew how many gunmen. I could never get both Jake and myself out of the house safely, not against those odds. Rage flared, flushing my face as I clenched my fists. I refused to let the bastards responsible for murdering two innocent people—and mortally wounding the man I loved—take me without a fight.
 
   “Besides,” I whispered, flinging open my elemental vision, “who said I need to get us out of the house to be safe?”
 
   Crimson energy pulsed brightest to my elemental eyes. I gathered every available band, forming it into a thick ball of light floating inches in front of me. When the bands of energy around me were exhausted, I reached out farther, increasing the ball’s size until sparks shot out in each direction. Leaping to my feet, I shoved the ball at the swinging door. Fire exploded against the door and then through it. Voices shrieked in agony while I stepped through the charred remains. Figures rolled across the floor in an attempt to suffocate the fire eating their flesh. I counted at least five writhing forms. Fury beat at my senses when I saw the guns each had dropped when fire caught them in its deathly embrace. That rage only escalated when each began to win their battles against the flames.
 
   “I don’t think so!” I spat, striding forward and calling elemental energy once more. Fire leapt at my call, roaring away from me in pure sheets of flame that incinerated everything in its path; furniture, carpet, walls, bodies—everything. Agonized screams faded away until only the snap and crackle of fire remained. Only then did rage begin to lessen. The odor of burned flesh hit my nose and I gagged. The horror of what I had just done threatened to immobilize me, but I ruthlessly forced it aside. Time enough for regret later. Right now I had to get Jake to safety.
 
   I darted back into the kitchen, shocked to find it already ablaze. Both Danny and Vicky were already too badly burned for recognition. Tears pricked my eyes; tears I had no time for. I gathered Jake into my arms and forced more elemental energy into my body, harnessing it as pure physical strength. Gritting my teeth, I stood. I made it out the back door and around the side of the house just as the entire house went up in flame. I struggled with the awkward burden of both Jake and backpack but made it to the car. Settling Jake across the back seat, I released the strands of energy granting my inhuman strength.
 
   Exhaustion swept through me. I staggered, shocked when my muscles gained the consistency of jelly. I felt like I’d bench-pressed 500 pounds for several hours. I yanked the car keys from Jake’s pocket, slammed the door shut, and stumbled my way into the driver’s seat. It took three tries to slip the key into the ignition. Casting one last look at the inferno blazing behind me, I slammed the car into gear and sped away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Jake’s lifeless body sprawled across the ugly rayon bedspread, his blood mingling with the multitude of bodily fluids left by prior motel guests. His chest rose with a shudder and a wet, wheezing sound escaped his lips. My hands tightened on the cheap white towels I’d pressed against his wounds as his chest fell one final time—but didn’t rise again. I shook my head, tears beading in my eyes.
 
   “No,” I whispered. “Don’t do this to me, Jake. I don’t know what to do!”
 
   Sheer grit had gotten me from Hannibal to the outskirts of St. Louis. Common sense had led me to the nondescript motel that rented by the hour, accepted cash, and asked no questions. Raiding Jake’s wallet had provided the hundred dollar bill which bought us anonymity and—I hoped—safety for the next 24 hours. But, despite my best efforts, Jake was now dead. Only his will to survive had gotten him this far. My meager attempts at first aid with the supplies on hand sure hadn’t helped much. I needed Jake’s family. They could tell me the trick to bringing him back from death; assuming, of course, that Dragons bounced back as easily as Phoenixes.
 
   They do! I assured myself. I won’t lose him, too.
 
   Whatever the case, Jake’s family may as well have been a million miles away. The last thing I would willingly do was bring destruction to them the same way I’d brought it to Vicky and Danny—the same way I’d nearly brought it down on my adoptive parents. The Stalkers had tracked us to two different places so far, and I wasn’t willing to run the risk of making it a third.
 
   Liam’s threat still rang in my ears. Any harm to Rhianne, and he would kill us himself. I’d come to love her too much to want to take that risk, regardless of Liam’s threat. No, Jake and I were on our own, and he couldn’t exactly tell me what needed to be done.
 
   “Fine then.” I threw the towel to the floor and stalked to the room’s single window. “I’ll figure it out myself.”
 
   It couldn’t be too difficult. My body had resurrected itself the night of the warehouse fire. The second time I died, I’d woken up surrounded by fire once more. Surely it stood to reason that immersing Elementals in their elements was what brought them back to life. Fire for Phoenixes, so—earth for Dragons. I inched the curtain open and peered outside. I’d insisted on a room in the rear of the motel which bordered a dilapidated, apparently defunct church. Whatever lights might have once lit the church grounds had long since been vandalized, which suited my purposes just fine. East of the church lay a string of commercial enterprises for the down-on-their luck. My gaze skipped over the signs advertising various services. “Pay Chex Cashed Here!” “Rent to Own Furniture — Dirt Cheap!” “No Credit - No Problem!” All appeared to be closed, and none offered what I needed.
 
   “Freaking figures. Not a single home improvement store or florist shop to be found. Now what, Jake?”
 
   Impatient, I forced myself to check what lay west of the church. A low wall stretched out northward. I squinted against the gloom and my heart picked up speed. Row upon row of headstones lay on the far side of the wall.
 
   “A cemetery. That should work.” I turned back to Jake and sighed. “Guess we do this the hard way.”
 
   I wrapped the rayon around him and prepared to work the same juggling act that had gotten us inside an hour earlier. My body shook with exhaustion when I tapped into the elemental plane and staggered to my feet, Jake in tow. No doubt there’d be a price to pay for the abuse I was putting my body through. I would pay it gladly as long as Jake was whole once more. Opening the door proved an exercise in patience and flexibility, but after several curses I managed to stagger outside. Sluggish light filtered from the lone streetlamp several dozen yards away. Occasionally a car rumbled down the street on the opposite side of the building. Other than that, however, not a soul stirred nearby.
 
   I gathered my courage, and more threads of elemental energy, and darted across the deserted parking lot. Jake nearly slipped from my grasp when I stepped off the pavement and onto the uneven ground surrounding the cemetery wall. I jumped forward and dropped Jake’s body down on the wall. The bedspread slipped, revealing his wide, staring eyes. Wincing, I tucked the bedspread back in place and paused to catch my breath. After another wary glance to make sure nobody was watching, I shimmied my rear on top of the wall, slid my legs around, and dropped to the opposite side. Sucking in still more red bands of energy, I took up my burden once more.
 
   “You better appreciate this,” I mumbled, trying to focus on the absurdity of the situation rather than the morbidity. “Here I am dragging your corpse through a cemetery in the middle of the night, not to mention facing a night sleeping on sheets that God knows how many people have done God knows how many things on.”
 
   Jake, for once, couldn’t make a snappy comeback. I bit my lip and hurried away from the wall. Grass crunched beneath my feet and the scent of fresh earth teased my nose. Augmenting my physical eyesight with elemental vision, I followed a particularly large collection of green light northward. I did my best to avoid stumbling over the headstones in my path and barked my shins only once. Several moments later I reached the end of the line of headstones. The strands of green energy stretched on for a few more feet—and then disappeared. I eased forward and squinted. No, the energy didn’t disappear. Rather, it dropped into a hole roughly six feet long and six feet deep.
 
   Loose soil lay on the far side of the hole, waiting to be piled on top of its future occupant’s casket. Unfortunately, no shovels had been so conveniently left behind. Still, it couldn’t have been more perfect.
 
   “Oh God, I can’t believe I’m going to do this.”
 
   Maybe I’d never been particularly squeamish, but burying somebody in a graveyard late at night definitely bordered on the limits of even my squick factor. My arms began to burn from the effort of holding Jake’s dead (pun so not intended) weight. Only one thing left to do. Well, two things. He sure wasn’t going to dump all that dirt on himself.
 
   I lowered Jake’s body to the ground as gently as I could manage. Crouching next to him, I stared down at the hole and pondered my next step. I didn’t want to just heave him inside, but the thought of jumping into the hole and trying to crawl out again appealed even less. Not to mention, the fall couldn’t exactly hurt him. I placed my hands under Jake’s back and legs and heaved him forward. His body hit the earth with a soft thud. I released my hold on the elemental plane and sagged to the ground. I allowed myself a moment to rest and then crawled around the hole toward the loose soil. Using my arms as makeshift tools, I spent the next half-hour shifting dirt inside the grave until every speck of loose soil covered Jake’s body.
 
   I must have blacked out for awhile, because the taste of dirt jerked me awake. Spitting out a mouthful, I pushed to my feet and stared down at Jake’s—I refused to think of it as his grave—resting place. My glow-in-the-dark watch read 1:30 a.m. I’d slept for another half-hour.
 
   The breeze picked up, bringing goosebumps to my flesh. My newfound powers could have banished the chill in a moment if I hadn’t been way too tired to even think of using them. No, better to return to the motel room while I waited. The last thing I needed was to get caught snooping around a graveyard in the middle of the night; especially since a murdered body rested inside a grave that shouldn’t yet have a body.
 
   I’ll just wash up and go through my mother’s things. If Jake hasn’t woken up yet, that must mean he needs longer to heal.
 
   Come to think of it, I wasn’t exactly sure how long it’d taken me to heal from either death. Not too long for the first, since the fire department hadn’t yet arrived when Jake rescued me, but I’d had the distinct feeling the gunshot wound had taken longer to recover from. Probably because my body hadn’t been immediately immersed in fire—or maybe because fire had been the cause of death the first time around.
 
   “Who cares?” I shook my head and stared down at the ground. “What matters is that you come back, Jake. Come back to me, dammit. I’ll give you a couple hours and then I’ll be back. You better be ready.”
 
   Blinking back tears, I tried to reassure myself he would be waiting for me while I made my way back to the motel; and did my best to ignore the vicious little voice of doubt which said that might not be the case.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   A quick shower and change of clothes did little to improve my mood. My thoughts kept returning to Jake. I feared I had screwed up royally and ruined his chance for rebirth. Still, what else could I have done?
 
   Stop feeling sorry for yourself, idiot. Focus on something else for awhile.
 
   I settled on the king-sized bed with a pile of vending machine candy. My fingers tugged open the zipper on my mother’s bag of belongings.
 
   I upended the bag’s contents on the bed and sifted through them carefully. A faded pair of jeans, two colorful t-shirts, an old St. Louis Cardinals jersey and hat that made me smile. Evidently I’d inherited my love of baseball from my mother. A few pairs of socks and underwear, the leather-bound journal Danny and Vicky had mentioned, and an antique jewelry box. My hands caressed the smooth maple box, fingers tracing the fanciful scrollwork engraved on the lid. I thought the engraving might be Celtic but wasn’t sure. A sturdy clasp with a sturdier-looking lock had kept the box’s contents from spilling into the bag. I held my breath and released the clasp’s mechanism. It stuck for a moment, making me curse under my breath, but then it popped open. Exhaling deeply, I lifted the lid.
 
   A shallow tray rested at the top of the jewelry box and contained a lovely silver brush, comb, and mirror set. I removed the tray and set it aside. Another, slightly deeper tray held several necklaces and bracelets. Underneath that, dozens of rings and earrings sparkled in the velvet-lined interior of the jewelry box. Two rings in particular caught my eye. My pulse picked up speed as I stared at them. Both were silver, and both depicted creatures of mythology: one, a ruby-eyed bird with a fiery tail; the other an emerald-eyed dragon with wings outstretched.
 
   I picked up the ruby ring first, sliding it onto my ring finger. It fit, a little snugly, but not uncomfortable. The other ring was obviously made for a man. Perhaps my father? Feeling nostalgic, I slid it onto my thumb. The emerald-eyed dragon fell to the underside.
 
   Just after I slipped the second ring on, the hair on the back of my neck began to stir. I frowned down at my hand and noticed small but steady rivulets of elemental energy flowing from one ring into the other, and back again. That had me wondering whether the rings had been imbued with elemental energy of their own, or if they were somehow absorbing magic from their immediate surroundings. I briefly pondered whether an Elemental might be able to channel magic through such inanimate objects but then forced my attention back to the task at hand.
 
   Finding the phoenix and dragon rings suggested my mother must have known what she was—and had known at least one other Elemental. My father? Curiosity raced through my mind, prompting me to turn to the only possible source of further information—my mother’s journal.
 
   The blue cover was free of any ornamentation or writing. I flipped it open to the first page and, at long last, learned my mother’s name.
 
   “Megan Mary Gallagher,” I read aloud, blinking back tears. “So those are your initials.”
 
   Those three words were the only writing on that page. Feminine handwriting covered the next page entirely, but I couldn’t understand a single word. The foreign language Vicky and Danny had been unable to decipher.
 
   “Damn,” I whispered, staring at the lines of strange text until my eyes blurred. It seemed unfair to come so close to connecting with my mother and failing when I most wanted to succeed. The more I looked at the unfamiliar letters, the more they reminded me of the candles Breena was so fond of burning. No doubt she’d be able to translate the writing for me. I let out my breath in a huff. Who knew when—or if—I would see her again? I wanted to read my mother’s words now. My lips twitched at my own childishness. I rubbed my eyes and set the journal down on the bed. A thick, half-burnt candle sticking out from under my mother’s clothes caught my eye. Shades of red, orange, and yellow wax mingled together, and unrecognizable letters sprawled across the candle’s bottom.
 
   Memory nudged my conscious mind. When Breena had taken me through my first lesson in the workroom, the shapes and figures engraved in the candles had at first seemed incomprehensible. Once my hand hovered inside the flame, however, understanding had seemed just a hairsbreadth away. That had been before Breena taught me to use my elemental vision. I wondered...
 
   I leapt to my feet, scooping up candle and journal and crossing to the rickety table next to the bathroom door. I set the candle in the center of the table, placed the journal directly in front of it, and sat on the threadbare chair. Closing my eyes, I took several deep breaths, centering my thoughts. Then I opened both physical and elemental eyes.
 
   The candle’s writing wavered slightly but understanding didn’t dawn. I focused on the candle, harnessed a tendril of crimson energy, and beamed it at the wick. Fire lit, sputtered, and then grew steady. Red threads of energy radiated from the wick downward, illuminating the strange writing—and suddenly words whispered into my consciousness.
 
   “Fire and Earth inextricably entwined,
Water and Air so, too, are combined,
Four joined as one to tame magic wild,
A mother alone gives her life for the child.”
 
   I shuddered, tearing my gaze away from the writhing words and losing control of my elemental vision. The letters hadn’t solidified into recognizable language so much as been magically imprinted into my mind. Raking my hand through my hair, I gathered my courage before turning back to the journal. I summoned my elemental vision once more, flipped to the journal’s second page, and pushed it under the candle’s light. And then I began to read...
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   I slithered over the cemetery wall and dropped to the ground with a thud. Dawn had not yet fallen, but there were signs it soon would. Birds chattered more and more often; the sky wasn’t quite as inky black as it had been hours earlier; my skin didn’t break out in gooseflesh when touched by the breeze. This was the seventh trip I’d made in the past 24 hours. I’d crashed hard in the middle of reading my mother’s journal, sleeping for 14 straight hours. In the ten hours since, I’d eaten six meals and checked on Jake after every other one. The flow of earth energy pouring into his grave had given me hope that Dragon nature was taking its course.
 
   I quickened my pace, dodging headstones and floral arrangements until I reached open ground. Jake’s resting place came into view. It looked undisturbed. On the one hand, that meant Jake wasn’t wandering around somewhere in blood-stained clothes with no knowledge of how he’d gotten there. But on the other, it also meant he was still dead. I tapped into the elemental plane to take a quick peek. Wave upon wave of green energy pulsed into the ground covering his body. Hope stirred and burst into full-fledged optimism.
 
   He’s alive! He has to be. Why else would so much more energy be flowing into the ground?
 
   Scenes from a monster movie I’d once seen flashed into my head: skeletal hands thrusting through the earth and a decayed body clawing its way out of its earthly grave. I bit my lip, wondering if Jake would do the same. What if he were too weak to do so?
 
   I dropped to all fours and dug handfuls of earth away from the grave. I strengthened my touch on the elemental plane and siphoned Fire energy to quicken my efforts—and nearly screamed when something touched my hands. Weak silver light overlaid the stronger glow of my elemental hands. I tensed as familiar scents teased my nostrils; the tang of cinnamon along with the earthier smell of sweat and aftershave.
 
   “Jake!”
 
   The scents intensified, as did the silver glow. My heart pounded. I redoubled my digging efforts, cursing the lack of a shovel. The alien glow flickered and then flared to pure incandescence. I gasped and fell on my rear. The brilliant light faded to a more tolerable level, taking on the appearance of ghostly hands. They teased along my bare arms, sent shivers through every inch of my body, and then urged me backward. I scrambled onto dew-soaked grass. A soft rumbling echoed in the air. Bare earth surged upward and a split tore down the center. Dirt tumbled in two directions, coming to rest in neat piles to each side of the churning earth. I held my breath.
 
   Naked flesh shot into view, solidifying into Jake’s familiar form. The rumbling faded away and his body grew still. His eyes flashed open. Dragon’s eyes. My Dragon’s eyes.
 
   I let my breath out in a rush and scrambled on top of the earthen mound. Dirt scattered in a dozen directions and stained my clean clothes. I didn’t care. Getting to him was all that mattered.
 
   “Jake!” I cried as I threw myself down next to him. My hands ran over every inch of his naked skin, trembling when perfect flesh met their every touch. “You’re alive!”
 
   His lips tugged upward ever so slightly. “Did you have any doubts?”
 
   My cheeks tinged red. “I—I wasn’t sure I would do the right thing.”
 
   He shook his head and touched a flushed cheek. “So much strength inside and yet so little confidence. What am I going to do with you?”
 
   I brushed his question off. “Right now we should focus on what am I going to do with you. We need to get back to the motel and here you are, buck naked.”
 
   If I’d hoped to embarrass him, I should have known better. He wiggled his eyebrows and pushed himself to a sitting position. “What, don’t like what you see?”
 
   Rolling my eyes, I slid down the mound of dirt and searched along the nearby grass. A familiar pile of fabric caught my attention. I picked it up, shook it out, and held it up to him.
 
   “I’m so not dignifying that with a response. And, trust me, whatever opinion I have of your buck naked body, the rest of the world doesn’t care.”
 
   He joined me on ground level and let me drape the dusty bedspread around him. Fortunately, the king-sized blanket was large enough to cover him entirely; although covering such a fine-looking body was a shame.
 
   Forty-five minutes later, that fine-looking body walked out of the tiny bathroom, modestly attired in clean jeans and t-shirt. He towel-dried his shaggy black hair. Stopping beside the rickety table, he nodded toward the unlit candle.
 
   “Been busy while I was napping?”
 
   My hands grew still atop my mother’s journal. I’d been worrying the leather binding while waiting for Jake to finish showering. The pleasant smell of soap mixed with his own natural scents reminded me I could put off the inevitable no longer. Time to tell the truth—and pray it didn’t change his feelings for me.
 
   “You could say that. Jake, could you sit down? There are some things I have to tell you.”
 
   He arched a brow but obediently settled on the edge of the bed, facing me. Noticing my partially-depleted stockpile of candy bars, he tore into one with gusto. I gestured to the candle and its wick burst into flame. Licking my lips, I handed the journal to Jake.
 
   “I figured out how to read my mother’s journal. I assume that all Elementals can understand the language it’s written in?”
 
   He nodded, holding the journal in his lap but not bothering to open it, waiting for me to say what needed to be said.
 
   “Megan Mary Gallagher; that was my mother’s name. Turns out she wasn’t a wildling like we assumed. She was once part of a clan much like yours—back in Ireland. But then Stalkers killed half her Quatrain and she and her mate swore they’d have vengeance.”
 
   Sadness touched Jake’s eyes, and I knew he’d guessed what came next. Still, I needed to say it out loud. “They tracked them here, to Missouri. She wasn’t sure why the Irish-based group came all the way here. She and her mate managed to corner some of them in a deserted part of the Ozarks. They killed three of them, but then the trap was set and she realized they’d been lured here.”
 
   Sadness gave way to surprise. “Lured—by Stalkers—from Ireland to Missouri?”
 
   I nodded. “Confused me, too, at first. And most of this comes later on in the journal, after a break of several months. But first, the Stalkers captured my mother and her mate and held them prisoner.”
 
   “To what purpose? They’d have to drug them senseless to keep them under control. What could they hope to accomplish?”
 
   I met his eyes without flinching. “They were breeding them.”
 
   Jake’s mouth opened and shut several times before he managed, “Breeding them? Jesus Christ.”
 
   “My sentiments exactly.”
 
   “But that makes no sense. A Quatrain has to be complete in order to provide enough buffering magic during childbirth.”
 
   I stared at the journal in his lap. “They didn’t care about that. All they wanted was one child to use for their own purposes. My mother indicated they didn’t give a shit if both breeders died in the process.”
 
   He shook his head. “That still doesn’t explain why. Why did they want an Elemental child? Their Society is dedicated to destroying Elementals, not using them.”
 
   “My mother didn’t know all the details, but she did know this. Those involved in this breeding program had an agenda of their own. She believed them to be a splinter faction, one hoping to use Elementals to gain power over first the Society, and later all humanity.”
 
   “Jesus,” he swore again. “Just what we need, a secret group of Stalkers who stand for the exact opposite of what they’re supposed to.” He tapped the journal on his thighs for a moment and then looked up. “So what happened to your mother’s mate? I assume he’s your father.”
 
   My mouth grew dry. I swallowed several times, trying to work up some moisture. “I—not exactly.”
 
   “What, did they have another Elemental there they bred her with?”
 
   “No,” I whispered. “My mother wasn’t sure why, but they kept the two of them separated most of the time she was captured.”
 
   “Then how...” his voice trailed off as ours eyes met.
 
   “My father wasn’t an Elemental, Jake. He was a Stalker.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The journal dropped to the floor with a bang. Jake shoved to his feet and strode toward the front door. My heart skittered as the thought he was leaving struck. It resumed its normal rhythm when he turned and continued pacing.
 
   He’s not leaving me. He’s not leaving me. That realization repeated itself in my mind a dozen times before belief set in.
 
   “So your mother was raped by Stalkers until she got pregnant?” Disgust laced his voice, but I sensed it was for the Stalkers rather than me.
 
   “She was raped by a single Stalker, yes.” I leaned over to pick up her journal. “She said something about him was different. You were right about the drugs, but they didn’t always work as well as her captors thought. She resisted him as much as she could, but somehow he always seemed to sense what she would do before she did it. It was like he read her mind.”
 
   Jake turned and continued pacing. “If he had total control over her, no wonder it seemed that way to her. Poor woman.”
 
   I fell silent. My mother’s words had seemed so much more compelling, more intense. She’d really believed that the Stalker—I couldn’t bear to call him my father—had been able to read her thoughts.
 
   “Okay. So the Stalker impregnated your mother. How did she get from there to here?”
 
   “They lowered the dosage of drugs while she was pregnant. Since they had no way of knowing how the medication would affect her unborn child, they didn’t want to risk harming it.”
 
   Jake glanced at me but didn’t remark on the clinical tone of my voice. “So they lowered the drug dosage, and your mother was able to think more clearly.”
 
   “Exactly. She fooled them into believing the pregnancy made her more docile, when actually she was planning to escape. She got her chance about halfway through the pregnancy. Most of her captors were gone on official Society business and the ones left behind grew lazy without their leaders there. They delayed her drug dose too long, and she took advantage of it.”
 
   My lips twisted in a thin smile. “Most of them didn’t survive her escape, but I can’t say I blame her. I’ve done worse myself.”
 
   Jake knelt in front of me, took my hands in his, and squeezed. “Vicky and Danny?”
 
   Tears slipped down my cheeks. “They—they didn’t make it,” I choked out. “Nobody did, except for me.”
 
   “Oh, sweetheart.” He pulled me onto the bed, cradling me in his lap. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “I’m the one who should be sorry! Danny and Vicky are dead because of my stupidity, and the ones who killed them...They’re dead because of my anger.”
 
   Jake rubbed my back. “That’s not true and you know it. Danny and Vicky are dead because someone out there will stop at nothing to get you back.”
 
   I buried my face in the fabric of his t-shirt and soon soaked it with tears. “Maybe I should have just let them have me at the warehouse.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have let them. Besides, you didn’t even know what you were facing back then.”
 
   “But I knew when they attacked us in Terre du Lac. I should have just—”
 
   “Surrendered? Don’t be ridiculous. Vicky and Danny would be ecstatic that you got away with your life.”
 
   “At the cost of theirs? That’s insane.”
 
   “When you care for someone, that’s a choice you’re willing to make.”
 
   “They weren’t given the chance!” I pushed away to look into his eyes. Maybe if I stared long and hard enough I could make him understand. “I made that choice for them, and it’s something I had no right to do.”
 
   “Cassidy,” Jake began, voice soft and cajoling.
 
   My gaze zeroed in on his mouth, wondering how something so delectable could at the same time so completely frustrate me. He swallowed when he noticed me staring at his mouth so intently. Heat flared in his eyes, a heat I knew could burn even more fiercely than fire. Desire to convince him to agree with me turned to simply desire. “Jake,” I responded, tugging his face toward mine. “Just shut up.”
 
   Once again sparks ignited, leaping from his skin to mine and back again. Our lips melded, tongues darting in and out, dancing together in perfect harmony. I thought about how close I’d come to losing him after only having just found him. Dread settled in the pit of my stomach. Suddenly, I wanted nothing but to revel in the heat that blazed between us and just, for one damned moment in my life, live.
 
   My hands settled atop his shoulders and he let out a sigh I found absolutely endearing. That sexy little sound inspired me to caress my way along his shoulders and then toward his face, memorizing every tantalizing plane and angle as our lips continued drinking each other in. That inexorable scent I associated with him—cinnamon mixed with something more earthy—seemed to grow stronger the longer we kissed. I let out a sigh of my own from the sensations now bombarding me; sight, sound, scent, taste, and touch combining into one overwhelming symphony. Impatience suddenly flared. Touching him through the fabric of the t-shirt he’d just slipped into wasn’t enough. I wanted him naked.
 
   His t-shirt came off easily enough; I even managed to tug it off without ripping the cotton. I tossed it over my shoulder and pushed him back onto the mattress. I came down over him and he returned the favor, tugging my tank top off and to the side. His eyes grew several shades darker as they roamed over my plain cotton bra. Not exactly the sexiest piece of lingerie in the world, but the way he stared at it made me feel beautiful; wanted; cherished.
 
   My hands moved to each bra strap, pulling them down in slow, teasing motions. Jake grew impatient, reaching back and unfastening the bra with ease. His hands closed onto my arms, guiding me closer until his mouth claimed one of my breasts. I gasped as his tongue swirled around my nipple. He teased, alternatively licking and sucking, raising gooseflesh along my skin. He burned a trail to my other breast, nibbling and nipping along the way. I writhed on top of him and felt him growing hard beneath me. Moans escaped my lips and rational thought fled. I couldn’t remember what he’d done that so annoyed me.
 
   “You little tease,” Jake murmured as my pelvis wriggled against his. He flipped me over and tugged my shorts off so quickly they nearly tore. His fingers found my liquid heat and excitement shot off the Richter scale. Tease, he’d called me, but I had nothing on him. He brought me to the brink of climax, allowed me to return from the edge, and urged me upward again so many times over the next minutes that I lost count.
 
   “Who’s the tease?” I managed to moan after one particularly close brush with orgasm.
 
   He grinned, fingers moving from my flesh to the fly of his shorts. “Don’t say you didn’t like it.”
 
   “Never,” I vowed. “But if you don’t finish what you started I’ll—”
 
   “You’ll what?” He reached down to plunge his fingers inside me once more.
 
   I shuddered. “Finish it or I will!”
 
   His eyes danced with mischief. “Sounds like good advice to me, little one.”
 
   He flipped me around and under him, shooting me a sensual smile. “Go ahead. Finish what you started.”
 
   His skin glistened in the dim light. The muscular lines of his chest and abdomen were closer to perfection than any man had a right to come. I’d never really shared the fascination most women seemed to have for a six-pack, but Jake’s masculine beauty helped me understand a little better. My lips curved upward and I reached out for his hands. When he slipped them into mine, I managed to tug him off balance until he was again on bottom. I straddled one leg over him and pushed him fully onto his back. He gasped when I slithered downward along his legs and wrapped my hands around him. His eyes fluttered closed as I stroked him, at first slowly, but then with increasing speed. More sweat broke out along his body. His breath escaped in staccato bursts. I waited, and just when he seemed on the brink of release, I stopped.
 
   His eyes flew open and he moaned in protest. I allowed myself an arrogant smile while straddling him once more. “Turnabout’s only fair.”
 
   He opened his mouth to speak. I wriggled my pelvis against his again, leaning down and kissing him to silence his protests. Bracing myself with one hand, I reached down with the other. I thrust my tongue into his mouth, at the same time plunging myself downward. A hundred points of light filled my vision. I closed my eyes against their brilliance, but they only grew brighter; each a different shade of color, they bombarded me with dozens of sensations.
 
   “Cassidy!” he cried my name, pushing himself upward with frenzied force. With each mind-blowing stroke, I could swear I heard a soft musical tone in the background. “Oh, God.”
 
   He groaned, body shuddering with his climax. I continued thrusting myself up and down, grunting in frustration as release hovered just out of reach. Pleasure shot through me when Jake reached down and plunged his fingers inside. I screamed when the points of light swept over me once more, this time seeming without end. Orgasm flared hotter than anything I’d ever experienced—hotter even than the flames of rebirth; and damned if I didn’t hear real-life bells chiming in the air around us.
 
   I slid onto the bed in a boneless heap. The musky, though not unpleasant, scent of sex filled the air. Jake reached an arm over to pull me snugly against his side. Cuddling close to him, I looked him in the eyes and couldn’t resist gloating. “You may have made the earth move for me—but I made your body sing.”
 
   Laughing, he kissed me on the lips and didn’t point out the obvious; that the magic cajoling us into forming a Quatrain had most likely been the true source of the musical notes I heard. Obviously, he wanted to preserve his chances for getting laid again later. Smart man.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   My stomach growled as the scent of bacon teased me from slumber. My eyes snapped open. Sunlight filtered into the window, illuminating the bounty spread atop the room’s rickety table: plastic plates heaped with scrambled eggs, bacon, wheat toast, and fruit; and plastic cups filled to the brim with milk, and napkins, forks, knives, and condiments. A cheap vase filled with wildflowers sat in the middle of the table next to my mother’s candle.
 
   “Good morning sleepyhead,” Jake greeted, leaning down to brush a kiss on my lips. “I was starting to think you’d sleep all day.”
 
   I stared at the slightly-wilted but brilliantly-colored flowers, heart thumping in my chest. Nobody had ever given me flowers before. Yeah, I’d made it to the ripe old age of 29—even with my fair share of lovers—and no man had once tried to woo me with flowers or candy. The candy I could have handled, but the flowers touched me absurdly.
 
   “Do you have to be so appallingly perfect this damned early in the morning?” I grumbled, rubbing sleep from my eyes and trying to get my emotions under control.
 
   He grinned. “I don’t have to be, but perfect just comes so naturally for me. Now come eat before it gets cold.”
 
   The simple food tasted better than it should have, thanks to the magical hell I’d put my body through the day before. Jake ate with just as much gusto, no surprise considering he’d been dead just hours earlier. Several moments passed in silence. The longer the silence stretched, the more doubts and fears crowded all other thoughts from my mind.
 
   I dropped my plastic fork against my plate and turned to Jake. He sipped his milk and arched a brow. “Something on your mind, sweetheart?”
 
   I bit back the sarcastic, You think? hovering on the tip of my tongue and tried to remain civil. No sense pissing off my new lover first thing in the morning. I’d try and wait until afternoon at least.
 
   “Yeah. One thing about yesterday keeps bugging me.”
 
   “Just one thing?”
 
   My lips twitched at the boyishly innocent expression he affected. “One thing in particular. How did they manage to track us to the Manor? We didn’t even know we were going there until yesterday. I mean, if they knew exactly where we were at every moment, they would have gotten us at home, or last night for that matter. I figured they found us at my foster parents’ because they’d had them watched once they realized I was still alive. But there’s really only one way they could have known we were going to be at the Manor yesterday.”
 
   His eyes met mine and we spoke at the same time. “The fink.”
 
   I nodded, grim smile tugging my lips upward. “Beverly was absolutely right about him. Remember how he freaked when he found out my name?”
 
   Jake nodded.
 
   “I figure he recognized my name because the Stalkers either forced him or bribed him to let them know if I ever came looking for my birth family. He probably never expected me to actually show up. We flustered him, so he rushed us out and called them as soon as we left.”
 
   “And then Beverly just so happened to overhear what was going on and gave us the information about the Morrows. Do you think she was in on it?”
 
   I hesitated, biting my lip. “I’d like to think she wasn’t. She really seemed like an honest, caring woman. But hell, for all we know both she and her boss are card-carrying members of the Society.”
 
   “Then we’d be better off assuming they are and erring on the side of too paranoid rather than not paranoid enough.”
 
   “Yeah, especially since not paranoid seems to equal dead these days.”
 
   This time his lips twitched while he fought back a smile.
 
   “Well, if we operate under the assumption they both belong to the Society, they might be a good source of information if we can get one of them alone; preferably far away from prying eyes.”
 
   Jake blinked. “Grown a bloodthirsty streak on me?”
 
   “When people hurt those I love, damned straight I have a bloodthirsty streak. And someone is going to pay for yesterday.”
 
   His eyes grew darker and he leaned across the table. “Am I included in that statement, Cass? Do I count as a person you love?”
 
   “I...” My voice trailed off and I licked my lips. Trust him to ask that question when I hadn’t quite figured out the answer myself; or at least hadn’t come to grips with it.
 
   Musical chimes echoed loudly in the air, making me jump and knock over my cup. Eerie how similar they sounded to the notes I’d heard during our love-making. Jake cursed and fished for his cell phone while I mopped up the few drops of spilled milk. He stood, flipped the phone open, and barked a greeting. I grinned at the frustration in his voice, since it mirrored my own feelings of seconds before, and began cleaning up the remains of our meal.
 
   “She’s what?” Jake’s voice rose several octaves. “We’ll come help you find her—” He shook his head. “No, that’s no good. We can’t come there yet. We’ve been under too much heat the past 24 hours. Mother, don’t worry about us, we have things under control. I love you, too.”
 
   He closed the phone and faced me, worry lines surrounding his eyes. “Rhianne’s gone.”
 
   “What do you mean, gone?” I dumped the plastic dishes in the trash and tried to process his words.
 
   “Apparently she went out to meet a friend yesterday morning and never came home. She’s not answering her cell phone and Mom’s worried. This isn’t like her at all.”
 
   I clenched my fingers. “Could she—could she be with her boyfriend?”
 
   Jake’s brow furrowed. “What boyfriend?”
 
   Ah hell. “Rhianne told me she’s been seeing someone. I got the impression she really likes him.”
 
   “This is the first I’ve heard about this.”
 
   “She’s only been seeing him a few weeks. But she was considering inviting him to dinner so you could meet him.”
 
   He only appeared partly mollified. “You don’t happen to know this guy’s name or phone number, do you?”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m sorry. She never told me that.” I hesitated. “She did mention he’s a Dragon, though.”
 
   “A—Dragon?” He narrowed his eyes. “I can’t believe I haven’t heard anything about...Come on. The sooner we finish this, the sooner we can help find Rhianne.”
 
   Assuming that she isn’t somehow part of this whole mess. Assuming they’re not trying to use her to get to me...
 
   I kept my silent fear unspoken. No doubt he’d thought it himself, but hearing it out loud would make it harder for him to resist the urge to head straight for home—and his family.
 
   If it weren’t for me he’d be there right now, helping them find her. I know how close those two are. The mixture of guilt and self-pity caught me by surprise; neither sat very well in my craw. Oh get over yourself. Instead of throwing a pity party, why don’t you try being useful?
 
   I grabbed my duffel bag and my mother’s backpack. “All right, then. We need to take care of things ASAP so we can get home and join in the search. Can your contacts find out Beverly’s home address for us?”
 
   He gathered his own things and followed me out the door. “I’ll call them from the car. You mind driving?”
 
   “Not at all. It’ll give me something to focus on while you try and track Beverly down. And God help her if she had something to do with the attack...”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Turned out Beverly hadn’t had anything to do with the day before after all. Her sightless eyes stared up at me from the overflowing bathtub, accusing me without words. First Keith, then Vicky and Danny, now poor Beverly...
 
   I spun and buried my face in Jake’s chest. He pulled me close, rubbing my back with soft, soothing strokes.
 
   “Meow!” a high-pitched voice complained loudly.
 
   Something furry rubbed against my bare legs. I pushed away from Jake and glanced down. A Siamese cat tilted her head imperiously and butted against my leg again.
 
   “Hey, sugar,” I said, kneeling down to pet her soft fur. “Did you see what happened to your poor mommy?”
 
   “Mrowr?” she cried plaintively, nuzzling my hand before backing toward the hall. She paused in the doorway, obviously waiting for me to follow.
 
   “I think Sugar’s hungry,” Jake said. “Why don’t you feed her while I finish looking around?”
 
   Sounded good to me. That way I wouldn’t have to look into Beverly’s eyes again.
 
   “Okay. I saw a food bowl in the kitchen.”
 
   The cat’s plaintive meows turned to purring as I followed her down the hall. Remembering Jake’s instructions when he used his abilities to unlock the back door, I tore paper towels from the dispenser and used them as makeshift gloves. Several cans of expensive cat food rested on the middle shelf of the pantry. I grabbed one, manhandled the twist top open, and dumped it into the pink bowl next to the garbage can.
 
   Sugar dug in immediately, hunger overriding good manners. She lost interest in me, so I wandered into the nearby office to poke around.
 
   Beverly Marsh had apparently been a diehard spinster. So far we had found no evidence she’d ever married or had children of her own, perhaps one of the reasons she’d been so devoted to her job at the adoption agency. Walking into the office next to the kitchen, I tripped over another passion of hers: magazines. Hundreds of magazines lined every available inch of space in the room. Home and garden magazines, fashion magazines, pop culture magazines, just about every kind of magazine a woman might stereotypically be interested in was represented; years worth of magazines.
 
   “Somebody liked to read,” I mused, paging through a soap opera digest. “Wonder why she saved so many.”
 
   “Meow,” echoed at my feet. The cat nuzzled my leg briefly before stepping toward a precarious pile.
 
   “Wait, Sugar!” I called, but too late. Her tail smacked the middle of the stack and magazines scattered every which way. She cast an affronted look at me and leaped onto the office chair.
 
   “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you did that on purpose.”
 
   I knelt down—paper towels in hand—to return the magazines to some semblance of order. Several pieces of paper stuck out from one of the magazines and caught my attention. Coaxing them out with paper towel-covered hands took some doing, but finally I managed it.
 
   A dozen pages had been paper-clipped together. The cover page read, “Retirement fund.” I almost stuck it back into the magazine but stopped at the last minute. “Oh Beverly, you didn’t...”
 
   Settling back on my rear, I abandoned the paper towels and flipped to the second page. Hearts in Need letterhead lined the top of the document, with CONFIDENTIAL scrawled in huge, bolded letters. My heart sank. “Oh yes, you did.”
 
   “Did what?” Jake asked from behind.
 
   I jumped, cursed, and glared at him. “Jeez, I ought to put a bell on you.”
 
   He knelt beside me, nodding at the papers. “Find something?”
 
   My eyes returned to the confidential document and skimmed through the first handwritten paragraph. My pulse picked up speed and I began reading out loud.
 
   “These are the private notes of Michael Somers, President of Hearts in Need Adoption Agency, made in case something should happen to me in the days to come. I cannot condone the actions the Board of Directors has ordered me to perform. Unfortunately, I believe someone with even more sinister motives pulls the strings of the Board and the resignation I intend to tender tomorrow may well be my last action in any capacity.
 
   “Ten years ago one of my subordinates helped place a young girl with an adoptive family, Alec and Kari Grant. They were in the process of finalizing the adoption several years later when an event that can only be described as paranormal occurred, injuring young Cassidy Grant in the process. The government stepped in and placed the girl in protective custody with another foster family.
 
   “For some reason I cannot fathom, the Board has suddenly taken an intense interest in this girl and has ordered me to do everything in my power—whether lawful or not—to keep tabs on her and place her with another of our families; one of their choosing. They did not take kindly to my opinion that this will not be possible. In fact, Mr. Garrett himself suggested failing to fulfill this duty would be hazardous to my career. I get the impression what he meant was it would be hazardous to my life.”
 
   Something clicked. I lowered the papers and stared at Jake. “I know that name.”
 
   “Garrett?”
 
   “Yeah.” I shivered. “Remember the man who killed me in my condo?”
 
   His eyes darkened. “How could I forget?”
 
   “He mentioned that name.” I wrinkled my brow, trying to recall his exact words. “Said something about how I must be a Phoenix after all, and Garrett would be happy.”
 
   Jake motioned to the documents. “Go on. Let’s see what else Elliott’s predecessor had to say.”
 
   The bundle seemed to grow heavier as I cleared my throat and resumed reading. “Additionally, Garrett demanded the files for several other children we’ve placed over the past eight years and I gave him copies. When he left, I spent hours trying to figure out their significance, and how they tied to the first child. Only when I focused on their pictures one after another did the resemblance finally strike me. All five children have the same pale blue eyes. Garrett’s eyes.”
 
   My mouth dropped open and the papers slipped from my grasp. They fluttered to the floor. A strange buzzing filled my ears and my thoughts flew back to the day in the warehouse. The day of my first murder.
 
   One of the thugs who’d not yet spoken stepped forward, empty hands clasped in front of him. Obviously the good (or at least not-so-vicious) cop. Pale blue eyes stared out of the black scrap of fabric masking the rest of his features. They seemed oddly familiar...
 
   “The man in the warehouse, the one ordering everyone else around. He had—he had pale blue eyes.”
 
   I clutched my stomach as nausea assaulted me. “Oh my god. He killed Keith, and he killed me. That bastard killed his own daughter!”
 
   Understanding dawned in Jake’s face. “The Stalker who killed you is—your father.”
 
   The nausea boiled over. I jumped to my feet and ran to the kitchen sink, running cold water and splashing it over my face. Tears mingled with the water until I couldn’t tell where water ended and tears began. Gentle arms slipped around my waist and brought me back against Jake’s chest. He nuzzled my hair with his cheek, wiping my face with one hand.
 
   “I know how hard this is for you to go through, but we just learned something very important, and potentially very good.”
 
   I twisted to look up into his eyes. “What good can possibly come from learning my father had me killed?”
 
   He kissed my forehead. “No, not that. The last thing Michael Somers mentioned. The children with Garrett’s blue eyes. Five children, not one.”
 
   My face heated as excitement gripped me. “Five children with the same blue eyes, with my blue eyes. Which would make the other four my half-siblings.”
 
   He rubbed my arm. “Exactly. Which means you might very well have blood relatives out there. The family you’ve always dreamed of having.”
 
   Leaning up on my tiptoes, I planted a hard kiss on his lips. “You’re an angel!”
 
   I scurried into the office, scooped the bundle of papers off the floor, and picked up where I’d left off.
 
   “Obviously a passing physical resemblance is not enough to prove anything, so I can hardly accuse the Chairman of the Board of fathering children and then using his own agency to place them with unsuspecting families for some ulterior motive I cannot possibly fathom. Still, there may come a time when their relationship to each other—and to him—may be proven. And if that happens, this agency will never survive the firestorm that erupts.
 
   “Garrett is a respected scientist in the community; a scientist working in the field of molecular biology. What’s to say he hasn’t experimented on himself—and these children? Who knows what freaks of nature he has created? May God have mercy on these children’s souls.”
 
   The handwriting ended abruptly at the bottom of the page, and didn’t continue onto the second. My pulse skittered when I realized when I read the name at the top of the page. “Cassidy Smith Grant.”
 
   “This is from my file.”
 
   Jake stepped beside me and read over my shoulder. “Looks like information the agency kept on you after placing you with your foster parents. Basic physical and medical statistics. Last known residence at the Grants.” We both skimmed to the last few lines. “Huh. Somers must have given in against his better judgment because there’s the list of foster families you stayed with after the Grants.”
 
   Jake took the documents and thumbed through the remaining pages. “Reports on four other children; two boys and two girls.” He reached the very last page and shot me a tight-lipped look. “And a death certificate for Michael Somers—dated the day after he made his personal notation.”
 
   I swallowed. “So Somers didn’t give in after all. Something bad did happen to him, just as he feared, and someone else got a promotion.”
 
   “Yeah, someone with much fewer scruples than Michael Somers apparently had.”
 
   We glanced back at the death certificate and then spoke in unison. “The fink.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   “Jeez, how the mighty have fallen,” I muttered, wrinkling my nose in distaste. Chaos had descended over Charles Elliott’s posh West County home. Furniture lay toppled and broken in all directions, antiques rested in shards on the floor, and priceless paintings had been shredded to pieces along with the heavy damask curtains; not to mention the two dead bodies in the master bedroom. Jake raised a finger to his lips and motioned for me to stay close. He proceeded to search each and every room of the huge house, refusing to let me help. I opened my mouth to argue with him, but he grabbed both my arms and jerked me out of the last bedroom.
 
   “Shhh,” he whispered. “Someone’s still in the house.”
 
   I leaned close and kept my voice as low as possible. “Elliott? Or the vandal?”
 
   He shrugged. “I don’t like this at all. If Elliott’s working with Garrett and his secret faction, why the hell would they ransack his house?”
 
   “Maybe they think he had something to do with Beverly’s blackmail attempt?”
 
   Jake pursed his lips. “Maybe. Or maybe he did have something to do with the blackmail attempt.”
 
   “I—”
 
   He shushed me again, whirling and crossing back to the master bedroom, the first room we’d searched on this floor. I hurried after. Earth energy pulsed ahead of me, and I opened my elemental vision. Jake pointed toward the wall housing the huge four-poster bed; energy flared, coalesced into a metaphysical hammer, and slammed against the wall. A menacing rumble sounded, then stilled. A metal door now stood where bare wall had previously been.
 
   A loudspeaker crackled to life. “I killed the last two bastards Garrett sent after me. Think about that before you try breaking in here. You’ll never take me!”
 
   We shared a look. “The fink.”
 
   Jake motioned toward the right side of the door. I nodded and took my place several feet away. He pointed again, green light flashed, and the door slid open smoothly.
 
   “What the hell?” Elliott screeched. Several quiet cracks sounded in the air. I glanced to the far side of the room and saw bullets lodged in the opposite wall.
 
   Goodness, I thought. Mr. Elliott got his hands on a silencer. Not quite the upstanding citizen after all.
 
   Jake rushed into the room and a much louder shot echoed. Fearing a reprisal of the previous day, I followed after him; and nearly fell over laughing.
 
   Charles Elliott huddled on the floor, surrounded by a puddle of yellow fluid. His bald head swayed from side to side as he looked from Jake to me and back again. A gun rested just out of his reach. Naked legs scrabbled against the hardwood floor and his boxer-clad rump slid several feet backward. His round paunch jiggled with each movement, and a dozen glass bottles clinked together when he jostled them.
 
   The sudden noise caught my attention and I stiffened. “Jake!” I warned, flinging out a hand. He moved with quicksilver speed, jerking Elliott up and away from the shotgun not-quite-concealed behind the bottles of Bud.
 
   Elliot stumbled, bleary eyes blinking while he tried to work out exactly what had just happened. “I’ll kill you for this. Bastards!”
 
   Jake’s nose wrinkled and he turned his head away from the drunk’s mouth. “Gah. We weren’t sent by Garrett, you bloody sot. Now move. God knows how many other weapons you have holed up in here.”
 
   I followed them both out of the safe room after snagging both pistol and shotgun. With the sort of month I was having, both might come in handy.
 
   Jake deposited Elliott on a wingback chair near the bed. The man wobbled, grabbed hold of the chair’s arms, and muttered threats in Jake’s general direction.
 
   “Think I should brew some coffee?” I murmured to Jake.
 
   He shook his head. “No, we may actually get more answers out of him in this state. Assuming he knows anything useful.”
 
   I settled on the edge of the bed, setting the shotgun next to me and examining the pistol. My hands fell into familiar patterns they hadn’t made in a good decade. After engaging the safety, I checked the magazine. Six bullets left out of ten. The magazine slid easily back into place and I turned my attention to Jake and the drunk.
 
   Jake arched a brow at my handling of the gun. “Where did you learn to handle guns?”
 
   I trained my eyes on Elliott. “My last set of foster parents joined a survivalist militia group. I picked up lots of useful things from them before they got into the really weird stuff.”
 
   He shook his head and then focused on Elliott. “What exactly did you do to piss Garrett off, Mr. Elliott? Were you in on Beverly’s scheme?”
 
   The man frowned up at Jake, blinked several times, and then relaxed slightly. “I know you. You’re John Doe. You came in yesterday with—” He drew himself up and shot a suspicious glance my direction.
 
   I waggled several fingers. “With me. Cassidy Grant.”
 
   He wrapped shaking hands around his oversized belly, drunken mind working furiously. “Then I guess Garrett didn’t send you, since you’re the two he’s jonesing to find.”
 
   Jake nudged Elliott’s leg with the toe of his shoe. “Focus, Elliott. We may not work for Garrett, but that doesn’t mean we’ll hesitate to slit your throat if you can’t make yourself useful.”
 
   Elliott’s red-splotched skin blanched. He scowled but couldn’t keep a tremble from his voice. “W—what do you want to know?”
 
   “Why is Garrett pissed at you? Did you help Beverly Marsh try to blackmail him?”
 
   “Hell no!” Elliott sputtered. “That bitch stole from me, had been stealing from me for years.”
 
   “The confidential company documents, you mean?”
 
   “She tried to act all noble when she sent the blackmail letter to Garrett, but we all knew exactly what she wanted.”
 
   “To expose your agency for the front it was?” I suggested.
 
   “No. Cold hard cash. Bev wasn’t satisfied with the lousy pension she earned. She wanted the big bucks so she could retire to Aruba.”
 
   “Yeah, a regular ole Ken Lay,” I said dryly.
 
   The humor went right over his head. “Downright stupid’s what she was. She thought she kept them from figuring out who she was, thought I wouldn’t figure out she was doing the blackmailing when she was the only one who could have the documents she got her grubby little hands on.”
 
   Jake shifted from one foot to the other. “So if you weren’t helping her, why did Garrett send those two goons after you?”
 
   Elliott rolled his eyes. “Just because I know I didn’t help her doesn’t mean he knows that. When I went over to Bev’s house last night to try and reason with her, I realized he’d taken matters into his own hands; and that I would be the next little detail he’d take care of.”
 
   “Tell me what you wouldn’t tell me yesterday,” I ordered, stepping toward the chair. “The truth about my adoption, starting with how the hell Garrett found me when I was three.”
 
   “He never fully trusted me after what Somers tried to pull. But I do know this: He formed Hearts in Need sometime after your birth and used it to track you down. Spent tons of money and three long years having private detectives investigate each and every case of infants abandoned around the time your mother was due to give birth. Then he spent even more time and money having us finagle as many of those adoptions as we possibly could, so we’d have a better excuse to keep tight tabs on all of you. He had no clue you were actually the one he was searching for until your little accident with Mommy Dearest.”
 
   Scowling, I waved the gun for emphasis. “She had nothing to do with it.”
 
   He shrugged. “Whatever you say, lady. I got a nice fat bonus check when I reported the news to him that you’d suffered those burns and been removed from the Grants’ custody. Spent the next 12 years tracking you from family to family and making reports to the Board, but once you graduated high school, you were no longer my problem. And that is all I know.”
 
   “What about Garrett’s other children?”
 
   “So, you know about them.” He licked his lips, glancing toward the pile of bottles in the safe room. “I could use a little something to wet my whistle.”
 
   “Not a chance,” Jake said. “Tell us what we want to know, and then we’ll see.”
 
   Elliott shot him a dirty look and shifted in his chair. “I tracked them until each turned 18, same as you.”
 
   So that meant the addresses listed on the pages Beverly had stolen were current only as of the time they reached majority. Still, at least that gave us a place to start.
 
   “One more thing, Mr. Elliott.” I raised the gun and pointed it at his face. Sweat beaded on his forehead and his eyes widened in horror. “I don’t believe that you stopped tracking me when I turned 18. I think you’re lying to me, and I get really cranky when people lie to me.”
 
   Jake took a step backward, whistling softly. “Trust me, Elliott, you don’t want her pissed off at you.”
 
   His mouth worked wordlessly for a moment as his brain attempted to catch up. “I—I’m not lying—” He cut off when I pressed the trigger just a tiny fraction. “Okay, okay, you’re right. You were special, so we never stopped keeping track of you like we were supposed to. Garrett insisted on it. We watched over you during college, when you got your first job at the lab, and again when you began working as a paranormal investigator.”
 
   My stomach grew queasy. “How did you manage to keep such a close watch over me as an adult?”
 
   “Because,” he answered, smugness lurking in his beady brown eyes. “We had a mole planted right alongside you the entire time. Someone you trusted and never would have suspected had any ulterior motives.”
 
   The queasiness faded, replaced by a downright sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. Only one person had been a steady fixture in my life after I graduated high school. He’d been the only one I’d let get close to me after I’d been ripped away from my foster parents, until Si Si and I had become college roommates; and only because he’d so relentlessly pursued me.
 
   A hand settled on my shoulder. “Are you all right, sweetheart? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
 
   A laugh escaped my lips, but it didn’t contain the slightest hint of humor. “You might say that, since he is dead after all.” I glanced at Elliott. “You mean Keith, don’t you?”
 
   Elliott nodded. “Indeed. Mr. Hobart has proven most invaluable to us over the years.”
 
   “Proved, don’t you mean. Keith’s dead.”
 
   “Oh my dear Miss Grant. That’s not quite true.”
 
   “What do you mean, not true? I watched Garrett kill him myself.”
 
   Elliott’s smugness increased tenfold. “You only think you witnessed his death. I saw him myself just yesterday, an hour after you left my office. Keith Hobart’s alive and well—and probably searching for you this very instant.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   A soft beeping sound interrupted before I could react to the stunning revelation that, not only had that bastard betrayed me, but he was still alive. Jake spun in the direction of the noise; toward the safe room. I kept the gun leveled on Elliott. He froze, panic filling his eyes.
 
   “What’s that sound?” I asked softly.
 
   “We have to get in the safe room now.” He tensed his arms to push out of the chair.
 
   “What’s that sound?” I repeated.
 
   “Someone’s in the house,” he hissed. “We can see who from the safe room.”
 
   “Fine,” I said, gesturing with the gun. “Stay behind him and in front of me, and don’t try anything stupid.”
 
   Jake grabbed the shotgun as he passed the bed. I trailed behind Elliott, listening intently for any strange noises. Only the low, insistent beeping could be heard. Elliott hustled to a row of small TV screens set in the far wall. Jake closed the metal door behind me. Earth energy pulsed, and the outer panel slid into place. I relaxed slightly. Hopefully whoever was out there didn’t know about the hidden room.
 
   “Who’s our uninvited guest?” Jake checked the shotgun for ammo and glanced at the monitors.
 
   The other man tapped at a keyboard beneath the screens. Images flashed in quick succession, then stopped on different views of the kitchen. Several darkened figures darted past the cameras, too quick for me to make out any details. “More of Garrett’s thugs, no doubt.” Elliott hit several more keys, and the screens split to show all the rooms and halls between the kitchen and us. The figures headed our way with sickening speed.
 
   Jake’s body tensed and his eyes flared with green light. “What the—we’ve got trouble, Cass. Big trouble.”
 
   “More trouble than armed Stalkers headed our way?”
 
   “Afraid so. At least one of them’s using Earth energy, which means they know exactly where we are—and they can break in the same way I did.”
 
   “Earth energy—you mean they have a Dragon working for them?”
 
   He nodded, lips pressed in a grim line. “Yeah. Elementals are the same as any other people. Some will sell their fellows out for the right price.”
 
   I closed my eyes. “Like Zoe.”
 
   “Jesus, you two talk just as crazy as Garrett. I hate to interrupt your little chat, but do you have a plan on how we get out of here?”
 
   Jake arched a brow. “What’s this we stuff?”
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest. “Yeah, what gives you the impression we’d want to help you? I’m sure you’ll figure a way out of the mess you’ve gotten yourself into.”
 
   He shot a sideways glance at me. “I just assumed you might be interested in the information I have to trade.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll bite. What information?”
 
   “The new home address of one Keith Hobart in exchange for getting me out of here. Preferably alive and in one piece.”
 
   Jake and I exchanged a look. Obviously I was not the only one to have built a new life in the wake of that fateful warehouse showdown. Learning the location of Keith’s current home might very well help us learn the true identity of those who stalked me. “Getting you out of here alive will be easy enough, but we don’t have the time to make sure you stay that way.”
 
   Elliott went to work on the keyboard again. “No worries there, Miss Grant.” He nodded to two suitcases behind the discarded beer bottles. “Get me out of here with those and I can fend for myself.”
 
   “After you show us to Keith’s current home, of course. Not to say that I don’t trust you but, well, I don’t.”
 
   Amusement glinted in his eyes. “Very shrewd of you, Miss Grant.” He tapped the closest screen. “They’ll be here in less than a minute.”
 
   Time to get to work then. Jake and I exchanged another wordless look. I stretched and cracked my knuckles. He grinned.
 
   I stepped toward the steel door. “Mr. Elliott, you don’t have any particular need for your house anymore, do you?”
 
   He nudged the suitcases with his foot. “Everything I need is in here.”
 
   “Excellent. When I’m finished, you won’t have to worry about Garrett sending goons after you when you leave for your little vacation.”
 
   He opened his mouth but shut it when Jake herded him to the outer wall. “Make it quick, sweetheart. We’ll be waiting in the car.”
 
   My skin warmed slightly. About damned time he trusted me to handle something on my own. He raised a hand to the wall, wrapped an arm around Elliott’s waist, and nodded.
 
   Showtime!
 
   We embraced the elemental realm simultaneously. Metal shrieked, wood snapped, and earth rumbled. A gaping hole appeared in the wall and a mound of dirt slashed into view. Jake shoved Elliott outside and then nodded again before disappearing after the shrieking man.
 
   Shouts rang out on the other side of the metal door. I reached my arms out to either side. Flickers of flame danced around me, sensitive to the mental images held in my mind. I fought to keep them under control, wanting to contain the fire until the last possible moment. The outer panel squealed and then the door began to vibrate open. Smiling, I brought my hands together, unleashing the fire.
 
   Flame roared in a solid sheet, exploding through the narrow opening and into the master bedroom. Shouts turned to screams and gunshots echoed in the air. Someone got a lucky shot off and nearly winged me, but I danced back and to the side just in time. I sucked in more energy and sent additional lines of fire pulsing into the bedroom. Several more bullets flew past me, way too close for comfort. I fled toward the gaping exit Jake had carved in the outer wall, stumbling over a stray bottle of beer. I used the momentum to leap for the hole in the wall just as another round of bullets sprayed into the safe room. Both shins barked on the floor and I began to fall. Twisting my body around, I called forth fire and poured it into the safe room to make sure nobody could follow.
 
   Earth rose up to cradle my body and ease it downward, like a surfer riding a crest of sea. I landed on my feet and ran toward the house rather than away from it, wanting to be damned sure the house burned to the ground. My left foot came down on the ground and I raised my right—only to find it wouldn’t budge. Thick green vines wrapped around my feet, vines that had no business shooting out of a perfectly-manicured lawn.
 
   Fire shot from my hands and incinerated the vines. More sprang up to replace them. Rather than engaging in a fruitless battle for supremacy, I hurled fireballs toward the kitchen wall ten feet away. Concussive sound exploded and flame ate its way inward. I gestured again and fireballs bombarded every ground floor room within reach.
 
   Vines burst from the earth and wrapped around all four limbs. Thorns blossomed along the greenery and dug into my skin. I screamed when several sharp edges jabbed into my throat, narrowly missing my windpipe. Tires squealed nearby. I held onto the thought that help was coming. Drumming up every shred of scarlet energy within reach, I sent pure flame roaring in all directions, becoming a living firebrand. Fire battled Earth, but the vines could not withstand the massive amounts of flame.
 
   The sound of brakes shrieking forced my attention away from the seductive song of fire. Jake pushed the passenger door open and yelled my name. I released my elemental vision and ran. The SUV shot forward the moment my rear settled on the seat. I slammed the door closed and jerked my seatbelt into place. Thunder rumbled, catching me by surprise. It took a moment for my adrenaline-fogged brain to make the connection. I hadn’t heard thunder. Fire had reached something very flammable in Elliott’s house, which had just gone BOOM!
 
   I glanced over my shoulder. Elliott huddled in the back seat, suitcases haphazardly thrown beside him, knuckles clenched so hard his hands were white.
 
   “Keep in mind what just happened should you get the urge to cross me, Mr. Elliott. I’ll make what I just did look like a candle in comparison.”
 
   He pressed himself as far away from me as he could manage.
 
   Oh yeah, I was definitely burning in Hell for that one. Assuming hellfire could harm a Phoenix.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   I settled the tarp in place and slammed the SUV’s hatch closed. Stepping back, I glanced at Jake. “Think we should feel bad for knocking him out and tying him up in the trunk?”
 
   His eyes twinkled. “Nah. The magic won’t leave any lasting effects on him. Besides, that guy’s hardly an innocent in all this.”
 
   “Oh yeah,” I answered, stepping up and onto the sidewalk. “Teeny tiny prick of guilt fading now.”
 
   “Good. Other people deserve your tender emotions far more than that fink does.”
 
   Grinning, I wrapped my arm around his waist and snuggled close. “Is that so? Other people like who?”
 
   He leaned down and nibbled on my ear, raising shivers everywhere his breath touched bare skin. “Other people like me. I’ve been working damned hard at courting you. When we haven’t been dodging bullets or exploding shrapnel, that is.”
 
   “See, I was thinking you meant Sugar for being cooped up in the car with the fink. Poor kitty.”
 
   He nuzzled my neck, growling playfully.
 
   A giggle escaped my lips, and I clapped my spare hand over my mouth. I never giggled, but damned if Jake didn’t make me giddy enough to giggle for hours. 
 
   We continued playing the role of lovers out for a stroll, not having to act too hard. I kept half my attention on the tall building ahead of us—the shiny new downtown apartment building Keith Hobart now called home. Hell, I was glad he hadn’t died in that fire after all. Meant I might get the chance to kill the dirty, rotten, lying, conniving bastard myself.
 
   Jake rubbed my neck. “Why so tense, sweetheart?”
 
   I shrugged it off, pressing closer to his side. “You never told me the plan for getting through the lobby.”
 
   He steered me past the entrance and I tried not to stare at the security guards policing the front desk. We reached the end of the block and Jake swung right, toward the alley in the rear of the building. Every now and again people passed by on their way to places more exciting, dressed to kill for the theater, fancy parties, or wild nights out on the Landing. I wished we were headed to one of the many clubs there rather than planning to break into yet another traitor’s residence. Something about this whole thing just felt...off; like I was going to find out something I would prefer not to.
 
   Suck it up and deal. At least Jake’s here to pick up the pieces should you fall apart. He owes you, after all.
 
   I shuddered as a vision of Jake lying dead in my arms in the motel room flashed through my mind. Not the time to be thinking morbid thoughts.
 
   Jake glanced around as we swung up alongside the alley, saw no one nearby, and pushed me quickly into the shadowy recess. Green light flared. I turned to say something and gasped. He had vanished.
 
   “J...jake?” I whispered, disoriented since I still felt his arm around my waist. I looked down and my mouth dropped open. My entire body had disappeared just as completely as his.
 
   “Shhh, Cass,” he whispered into my ear. “Just taking extra precautions should we run into anyone back here.”
 
   My racing heart slowed just a tad. “Jeez, warn a girl next time,” I whispered. “Nearly gave me a heart attack.”
 
   “Sorry,” he said, although he didn’t really sound it; seeming amused more than anything.
 
   He guided me forward once more. I held my breath, listening to the soft scuff of our footsteps. If someone wasn’t expecting to hear them, they never would have noticed us.
 
   “How exactly are you doing this?” I whispered. “Shouldn’t invisibility be Air’s department?”
 
   “Each of the four can manage something like this, to varying degrees. Only Air’s spell would be what one might consider full invisibility. Mine convinces any who see it that they are seeing whatever it is I want them to see. And right now, that’s nothing.”
 
   I perked up. “So how would mine work?”
 
   “By wrapping beams of light around yourself that camouflage you. Someone really observant might notice flashes of light, which can be problematic in situations where it’s completely dark.”
 
   “Like now.”
 
   “Yeah, like now.”
 
   We passed several city Dumpsters. My nose wrinkled as the assorted odors of rotting food and human waste drifted on the summer breeze. Occasionally, music from a nearby restaurant or bar reached us. The mundane sounds and smells reassured me slightly. Jake’s hand tapped my shoulder, signaling me to stop. He nudged me to the right. A very solid-looking metal door rested in the middle of an equally imposing brick wall, the sort that opened from the inside and was nothing but smooth metal on the outside, with no handles, knobs, or keypads to speak of. Not that this was much of a barrier when one had a living, breathing Dragon.
 
   Energy flared again and the door ground open slowly. Jake shoved his hand inside when the opening became wide enough and jerked it open a few more inches. “Quickly.”
 
   I wiggled inside and waited. His arm came around my waist again. The door scraped shut, seeming impossibly loud in the dim silence of the hallway in which we now stood, but no alarms went off. I forced myself to relax.
 
   “Ready to walk? We can’t risk the elevators.”
 
   I tapped into the elemental realm. Jake popped into view again, although he appeared a vague, shadowy version of his former self. Still, just seeing him made me feel better.
 
   “You could have mentioned I could see you with elemental vision,” I murmured as we headed toward a door marked Stairs.
 
   “Some things you should learn for yourself; keeps you from getting sloppy, or too dependent on others.”
 
   Outrage stiffened my shoulders until common sense intervened. He was right.
 
   Jake eased the heavy door open. I darted inside. Stairs led up, curved around, and doubled back upward. Hundreds if not thousands of stairs, curving and doubling back on themselves for at least thirty flights.
 
   I groaned. “Trust Keith to live on the twenty-sixth floor.”
 
   Jake grinned. “Come on, sweetheart. Time we got you in tip-top shape, anyway. Can’t have you slowing the rest of us down.”
 
   He jogged up the stairs before I could react. Shaking my fist in his direction, I darted after him. By the time we reached the twenty-sixth floor, sweat poured down my neck and back, my breath came in ragged bursts, and my calves and thighs screamed in protest.
 
   “Slow, my ass,” I muttered, stopping behind Jake outside the door marked 26. “I kept up with you nearly step for step, and you’re huffing and puffing just as much as me.”
 
   He winked. “Only cause I challenged you; besides, I took it easy on you. I could have gone twice as fast.”
 
   “Of course you could have.” I rolled my eyes, wiped the sweat from the back of my neck, and got my breathing back under control. “Well?”
 
   “I was just waiting for you to catch your breath,” he said, shrugging with hands raised palm-up.
 
   This hallway seemed a hundred times brighter than the one at the foot of the stairs. Keith’s apartment lay just across from the emergency exit. No doubt in case he had to beat a quick retreat. After betraying supposed friends, I’m sure. Bitterness welled in my throat, but I fought it down.
 
   Jake placed both hands on the door marked 2601. I stood next to him and peered down the hallway. Nobody stirred and no noises broke the stillness; except the pounding of my heart as my pulse picked up speed when a sudden thought struck. What if that bastard’s home? He must not have been, because emerald energy snaked into the keyhole, something inside it clicked, and the door slid open.
 
   “I wonder why you get my favorite color and I’m stuck with my least favorite,” I mused, trying to tamp down my nervousness.
 
   Jake nudged me into the room, shut the door behind him, and arched a brow.
 
   “What do you mean, your favorite color?”
 
   I gestured to the door. “You know, the flashing green light when you do your mumbo jumbo.”
 
   His jaw dropped open. “You can see that?”
 
   “Um, yeah. Am I not supposed to?”
 
   A frown settled on his face. “Elementals only see the flows of energy they can manipulate, unless they’re part of a Quatrain. I’ve never heard of an unbound Elemental who could see the others. Even then, Elementals can only sense them because of the bond.”
 
   My heart skittered as a thought occurred to me. “Do you think—do you think Garrett really did experiment on me in my mother’s womb? That he made me some sort of genetic freak?”
 
   “I don’t know what to think. We’ll have to consult the clan Elders. But I’m sure you’re no more a freak than the rest of us.”
 
   That was a comforting thought. Sort of.
 
   “Stop borrowing trouble when we have plenty to worry about. We’ll deal with this later.”
 
   I nodded and turned my attention to our surroundings. Keith’s apartment lay in shadows, but my heightened vision allowed me to pick out all manner of detail. Some of the items were familiar from my visits to past places my former friend and co-worker had called home. Poster art of exotic locales, souvenirs he had acquired on numerous trips abroad, even something that took my breath away: a picture of the two of us from college.
 
   I picked the candid image up, heart thumping painfully. We looked so young and carefree; a million miles away from where we were today. Tears threatened to spill.
 
   “So that’s the asshole.”
 
   My breath escaped in a rush. Relief flared, chasing the feelings of betrayal and regret into a very dark corner of my heart. “Yeah. And the stupid girl who believed every lie he ever told her.”
 
   Jake tilted his head as he regarded the picture. “I don’t know, sweetheart. He looks like he might actually care about her. Why else would he have the picture here?”
 
   I shifted uncomfortably, setting the picture back on its shelf with a bang. “You’re supposed to make me feel better, not worse.”
 
   “Don’t get me wrong, what he did to you was shitty and I’d deck him myself if he were here. I’m just saying you may have to consider the fact that things are more complicated than they appear. He may have some tender feelings for you, after all. And if that’s true, don’t hesitate to use it against him if you get the chance.”
 
   “You know, if you weren’t so sexy and amusing on occasion, I’d be hating you right now.”
 
   He brushed a kiss on my forehead. “Come on, I doubt anything useful is out here. Let’s look in the more private areas of the apartment.”
 
   “Like the crapper?”
 
   A snicker escaped his lips. “I was thinking his office, but you can muck around in there if you want.”
 
   Jake rifled through Keith’s desk while I zeroed in on the four-drawer filing cabinet after Jake oh-so-kindly negated the locks for me. I could have melted them off, but that didn’t seem the most subtle thing to do. I thumbed through files filled with invoices—including the cable bills he was always notoriously late to pay—and several years worth of tax forms. When I reached the rearmost files in the bottom drawer and saw “M-SPI” near the top of a document, I assumed it was just another tax form. I was wrong.
 
   My hands shook when the name Garrett caught my attention. I jerked the paper from the file, sank down onto the floor, and read further.
 
   “Articles of Incorporation of The Missouri Society of Paranormal Investigations. President and CEO: Stephen Garrett. Vice President: Keith Hobart.”
 
   Jake’s hand fell on my shoulder, and I jumped.
 
   “Sorry,” he murmured.
 
   I relaxed, staring down at the document as tears pooled in my eyes. “Shit, Jake, is nothing in my life sacred? He had his hands in my dream job from day one. I knew my bosses had a silent partner, but I never dreamed...I thought I got that job because I earned it!”
 
   “You did, sweetheart. You did earn that job. Don’t let what those two bastards did make you lose faith in your skills, in yourself. You’re a damned good scientist. I should know. I checked.”
 
   That distracted me. “What do you mean, you checked?”
 
   He gave a smug grin. “Ran a complete background check on you when the magic first led me to you. Came back clean, other than a few minor traffic violations. Course, your juvie record was sealed, so you could have a sinister past I don’t know about.”
 
   I laughed, letting amusement wipe away resentment and self-doubt. Jake was right. No sense letting those bastards win.
 
   Shoving the document back in place and slamming the drawer shut, I jumped to my feet. “Find anything special?”
 
   He shook his head. “Nope. But I’m betting he has a secret safe stashed in his bedroom somewhere. Maybe the closet.”
 
   We left the office behind and headed for the apartment’s sole bedroom. Familiar bedding met my gaze when I glanced at the king-sized bed. I froze, unable to tear my eyes away from the bold black and green patterned bedspread. I remembered nights spent between that spread and the matching sheets when they had graced other apartments, nights when the two of us had made a go at a more romantic relationship. It hadn’t lasted more than a few years, for reasons entirely my own. My feelings for Keith had just been too—brotherly—for anything more permanent.
 
   Jake didn’t remark on my apparent fascination with Keith’s bed. He moved across the room and opened the door opposite the bed, revealing a walk-in closet so huge that pangs of envy immediately hit. We brushed past the racks of clothes and shelves of shoes, continuing toward the rear of the closet. Yards of empty space lay between the last item of clothing and the back wall, a complete waste.
 
   “Dare I ask what you’re looking for?”
 
   “A false bottom. I didn’t see any signs of a hidden safe in the bedroom, and I doubt your old friend is dumb enough to put anything incriminating in a more obvious place. So, that means a slightly less obvious hiding place.”
 
   I crouched down behind him, glancing along the empty walls with augmented vision, but found nothing out of the ordinary. Jake zeroed in on the far left corner of the office and knocked on the wooden floor. A hollow sound echoed back.
 
   “Come here.”
 
   I crawled next to him and stared down at the floorboards. Nothing unusual popped out at me, not even a slightly wider seam between the regular boards and the ones hiding Keith’s cubbyhole. He must have paid good money to have it installed. Jake felt along the cracks of each board, but the opening mechanism was too cleverly hidden. He grunted, green light flashed, and a section of flooring slid open.
 
   “Cheater,” I chided with a grin.
 
   He arched a brow. “We don’t exactly have all night, you know. Your old friend could come back at any minute.”
 
   I shivered. “Stop it. He’s not my anything anymore.”
 
   Jake’s fingers grazed my cheek. “Sorry,” he said, then reached down into the hidden cubbyhole. “Jackpot!”
 
   He pulled a small wooden box into view. Wavy lines danced around the box, interweaving in a lovely pattern. It reminded me of the knotwork on my mother’s jewelry box. I grabbed the box from his hands and set it on the floor before me. Its closing mechanism hadn’t been locked, so I jerked it open. A faded photograph met my glance. At first I thought it was another picture from college. Keith smiled at the camera, his arms wrapped around a woman with long, straight blonde hair and my face. The two looked so much in love, however, that unease pricked my mind. I’d never looked like that with any man. Not until Jake.
 
   Snatching the picture up, I peered at it more closely and noticed that the woman’s eyes were green rather than pale blue. My breath became ragged. Flashes of silver caught my attention. My gaze zeroed in on their ring fingers. I augmented my vision and squinted at the rings: one a ruby-eyed phoenix, the other an emerald-eyed dragon.
 
   “Oh my God,” I said, releasing the picture and watching it flutter to the ground. Heat rushed into my cheeks and dizziness hit.
 
   Jake reached out to steady me. “Cass! What did you see?”
 
   “Keith. He was my mother’s mate!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
   My breathing became more ragged as a hundred thoughts and images bombarded my brain. Despite the closet’s spaciousness, the walls closed in until I had no choice; I turned and ran. Jake made to follow, but green energy flared, coalescing so brightly we both cried out. The floor trembled and knocked me to my knees. I held a hand out to Jake—and hit an invisible wall. He’d managed to ride out the tremor and stood on the other side of the barrier, hands beating empty air and mouth working furiously, though to no avail.
 
   Elemental vision showed green bands of light boxing Jake in along the physical dimensions of the closet. At first I couldn’t understand why he didn’t just nullify the trap—but then it hit me. The strands of Earth fed the trap from the outside, and Jake was trapped on the inside.
 
   “Don’t worry, I’ll get you out of there! Somehow,” I added under my breath.
 
   His eyes suddenly bulged and he shouted even more frantically, waving and pointing behind me.
 
   A precise, clipped voice rang out mid-spin. “Predictable as always, love.”
 
   Keith leaned against the doorway to the hall, fingers splayed against belt loops and lips quirked in a boyish smile. My own fingers itched to smack that expression off his face. His comment had me shoving them inside my pockets and glaring.
 
   “Predictable? And I suppose you’re not here to deliver an ultimatum from your puppet master?”
 
   His hands tightened ever-so-slightly and his smile dimmed infinitesimally. Only someone who knew him well would even have noticed. Once upon a time, I’d known him as intimately as any woman could; or so I’d thought.
 
   “Puppet master? Hardly. Try partner, love.”
 
   I didn’t have to force a laugh. “Partner? After everything you’ve seen and done, you’re really stupid enough to believe that? Garrett’s using you, Keith. He used you to rape my mother—the woman you were sworn to protect—and now he’s using you to get to me. I can see the strings from where I’m standing, and they’re stained with betrayal and blood.”
 
   He unfolded himself from the doorway and stalked across the room, booted feet making scarcely a whisper against plush carpet. Once I’d thought those cowboy boots incredibly sexy when paired with such a proper British accent. Now I just wanted to shove them down his throat. I refused to back down when he loomed over me, and again when he reached a hand out to caress several curls. “You don’t know as much as you think you do, love. One of your biggest weaknesses, I’m afraid. Always so sure you know what’s best; that logic and reason will save the day. But we both know you’re not nearly as cool as you pretend.”
 
   He yanked on the curl painfully, pulling my head back. “I’ve made you burn hotter than flame a dozen different ways, enough to know that, deep inside, you’re just a frightened little girl who refuses to truly love in the hopes she won’t have to face her biggest fear. Heartbreak.”
 
   I slapped his hand away with a growl and jerked back. Shivers ran up and down my spine when it collided with the invisible barrier. Threads of Fire played against my skin, but I ignored them. We’d already set off one booby-trap.
 
   “You would know about heartbreak, wouldn’t you? The little boy who begged me on hands and knees to take him back. Trying to atone for the evil you did to my mother, or dancing for your puppet master again?”
 
   Dark blue eyes grew even darker, boring into mine as he grabbed my shoulders and dug his fingers into skin. “Your mother was a faithless slut, and the apple’s not fallen far from the tree. Fucking not only Zi, but that snake Garcia as well. To think I once thought you different, once considered taking you away...”
 
   I bit back a wince as pain flared through my shoulders. “Not that it’s any of your business who I fuck, but yeah. Jake’s a hundred times the lover you ever were. A thousand.”
 
   Ice replaced the heat in his eyes. “You’re an even bigger whore than your mother. Your father was right; about everything.”
 
   My hand flew through the air and smacked hard against his cheek before I really registered his second statement. “Shut up about my mother, and don’t call that monster my father!”
 
   He released my shoulders, stepped back and began fussing with the folds of his expensive sweater, always the clotheshorse. “We don’t have the time for this.” His head suddenly shot up and he pointed to the flat-screen TV on the wall. “Watch.”
 
   Green energy flared, but, remembering Jake’s words, I ignored it. The less my enemies knew about my abilities, the better. The screen suddenly lit up and a frightened face appeared on the screen. Rhianne’s face.
 
   “Cass, I’m so sorry I fell for that bastard’s act—” She cried out as someone off-screen slapped her. Rubbing her cheek, she turned back to the camera, fear chasing anger in her eyes. “If you’re watching this, the man I spoke of introducing to my family has separated you from my brother. Unless you come alone to the place where you first died in the next hour, b—both Jake and I will be killed. Permanently.”
 
   She clenched her fists, then shouted, “Don’t come, Cass, worry about yourself—”
 
   Blows rang out again, this time punches rather than slaps. She grunted with the force of each, curling into a ball on the floor but refusing to cry out, and then the screen went black.
 
   Keith shook his head. “A pity things had to work out this way, Cass. They would have been so much different had you remained my lover...”
 
   My hands trembled from the effort not to wrap them around his throat. “You disgust me, Keith. You seduce and discard women like they’re trash. I’m so glad I’ll never have to suffer your filthy touch again.”
 
   A smirk curved his lips. “I wouldn’t count on that. Your father has plans for us both.” He tapped the gold watch on his wrist. “Your hour starts now. Tick tock, love. Tick tock.” He glanced over my shoulder, smirk increasing at the sight of Jake once again beating at the invisible wall. “I’d remind you to come alone, but I don’t think that’s going to be a problem. See you soon.”
 
   Green light flashed once more, and when I turned my gaze from Jake back toward Keith, he was gone. I hurried through the apartment to make sure he wasn’t hiding anywhere. When I returned to the barricaded closet, Jake had his hands pressed against the obstruction, teeth clenched and vein in his forehead pulsing. I placed my hands over his and tried to smile. He began mouthing words with great exaggeration. Leave me. Go to the farm. It’s a trap.
 
   I shook my head and he grimaced in frustration. Mimicking his exaggerated movements, I replied, “Of course it’s a trap. But if I go, she dies. I won’t kill anyone else. Now shut up and let me think.”
 
   His hands pressed against the wall as if he could dig through it with mere force of will. If only it were that simple.
 
   I took several deep breaths, embracing the elemental plane and examining the barrier closely. Constructed completely of Earth energy, it nonetheless seemed to attract the other three Elements in small pools here and there. Still, that didn’t seem to offer any way to banish the trap. Sparks of Earth energy caught my eye from the other side of the barrier and a tingle shot down my spine. Sucking in every ounce of Fire that I could, I extended elemental hands toward him—and gasped when they actually passed through to the other side. Magical awareness tingled through my ghostly hands, and my eyes widened as gentle pressure wrapped around them.
 
   “Hot damn!” I crowed. “I can feel your elemental hands.”
 
   I flexed ephemeral hands and returned the squeeze, eyes widening when strange sensations suddenly swept from him to me. The scent of pine mixed with rich earth; the sound of wind whispering through leaves; the image of tree limbs whipping in the breeze; the feel of bare dirt beneath my feet; the taste of spring on my tongue...
 
   Again, I felt like I could almost touch the emerald bands of energy surrounding me. Instinct took over—I could analyze the hows and whys later—and I pulled his ghostly hands toward me, grunting in satisfaction when they passed through the invisible wall. Biting my lip as hope battled doubt, I held both pairs of elemental hands out to the nearest band of Earth energy—and felt it respond to our touch. Jake’s look of pure incredulity no doubt matched my own. Uncertainty pricked my momentary bubble of exhilaration. Sure, I could manipulate his elemental abilities by combining them with my own, but what the hell was I supposed to do with them now? Earth energy was not the same as Fire.
 
   His hands squeezed mine again, catching my attention. His lips moved in excruciatingly slow motion. Break the strands of earth in the trap. Break enough, and you break the trap.
 
   Sounded easy enough in theory.
 
   I turned elemental sight to the threads of Earth binding the trap in place. Whereas strands of Fire seethed and writhed much like physical flame, Earth felt as strong and steady as stone. Running our joined hands along the barrier, a sense of helplessness overtook me. Earth just wasn’t anything like Fire!
 
   Jake’s hands pressed against mine once more, this time in encouragement. Pushing self-pity aside, the analytical side of my mind took over. So Earth energy and Fire energy couldn’t be manipulated in the same manner. That didn’t mean I couldn’t find a way to cut through the bands of Earth...
 
   That’s it! Cut through the threads.
 
   Shutting my eyes tightly, I began drawing in and expelling deep breaths of air, clearing my mind the way Breena had taught me weeks earlier. This time, instead of envisioning red strokes of paint weaving across the blank canvas, I imagined swathes of green cutting through the air and forming themselves into an oversized pair of—hedge trimmers. Amusement danced through my mind, and I nearly lost the image to a fit of giggles. I’d intended to form the image of a pair of scissors in my mind, but somehow the hedge trimmers seemed more appropriate. Solidifying the image before it could waver, I strengthened it until something snapped into place, and the sense of green and growing things poured into me with a vengeance.
 
   “All right then,” I whispered, opening my eyes. “Here we go.”
 
   One of the strands anchoring the trap in place drew my attention. It seemed somehow thinner than its neighbors. Lowering our ghostly hands, I imagined snipping that thread with my invisible hedge trimmers—and it worked. The thread of energy drew taut and then snapped apart, each half bouncing around wildly until it slowly faded away.
 
   I tamped down the urge to dance in triumph when Breena’s face flashed into my mind. Time to celebrate later, girl. For now you have a job to do. If you can.
 
   “Oh, I can all right,” I muttered, then set to the task with grim determination. I would show her; and myself.
 
   Sweat soon beaded my brow. The double strain of manipulating two sets of elemental hands at once along with working an unfamiliar type of energy took its toll early on. Calling upon dregs of willpower I hadn’t known I possessed, I ignored the discomfort bordering on pain and continued snipping threads of Earth in random spots of the barrier. At first, it had little effect. The threads of energy flared, then dissipated, but the wall seemed as strong as ever. Five minutes that seemed an eternity—and considering all the dangers we still faced, it was—passed, and both elemental and physical muscles began to shake with fatigue. I wanted to give up, I wanted to curl up on the floor and sob in frustration. I wanted to, but I didn’t.
 
   And finally, just like that, one of the threads snapped in two. Before fading away, it smacked against several surrounding threads, and they, too, stretched tight before breaking into myriad pieces. As if they were the first few dominoes toppling, dozens upon dozens of threads fell apart. Moments later, the entire wall collapsed—and Jake fell into my arms.
 
   I staggered as his weight pushed against me, but he wrapped both physical and elemental arms around my body and steadied us both. His lips crushed against mine seconds later and I thrust my tongue against his impatiently. When twin arrows of lust sparked through both pairs of elemental hands, I finally found enough strength of mind to break away.
 
   “Rhianne needs us,” I said simply.
 
   He shuddered, swiped a hand through his hair, and nodded. His lips pressed into a grim line. I waited for him to storm into action, devising a plan of attack and expecting me to go along with it, but he didn’t. In fact, he seemed to be waiting for—me. My eyes widened, and then I relaxed the tension I hadn’t realized coiled through my body. He wanted to hear my thoughts first. Pleasure quirked my lips upward.
 
   I glanced at my wristwatch. “We’re down to 50 minutes now, not nearly enough time to call in your clan. And if I’m not there within the time allotted, they will kill her.” Clenching my fists, I tried not to growl.
 
   Jake let out a breath. “You’re right. They’d never get here in time. But I can’t let you go in there alone. Don’t ask me to!”
 
   I touched his cheek, caressing it softly. “All right, I won’t ask you to, Jake. I’ll just tell you it’s what you have to do. I won’t let Rhianne die. No one else is dying for me.”
 
   His eyes lit with fire and he opened his mouth to fight, but I cut him off. “You’re going to let me walk in there alone to buy you time to call in the cavalry. After all, I’ve gotten used to you saving me; wouldn’t want to stop now.”
 
   He blinked, lips twitching before settling into a puzzled frown. “But you just said there’s no time to call in the clan.”
 
   “True. But Isaac is just a phone call away, and your parents are waiting for us at home. As is your brother.”
 
   His eyes widened in pleased realization—then narrowed when I mentioned Liam. “Are you crazy? If I bring him into this, he’s as likely to hand you over to the Stalkers as help us.”
 
   I shook my head. “Not when Rhianne’s involved, or haven’t you noticed the way he softens every time he says her name? He loves her just as much as you do—as we do—and he won’t do anything to risk her life. And I need both of you to make my plan work.”
 
   “What plan?”
 
   A feral smile crossed my face, echoed with equal ferocity in my eyes. I felt like a hunter stalking prey as a sense of power swept through me. For the first time in a very long time, I felt completely in control.
 
   I pulled the heavy dragon ring out of the pocket where I’d earlier placed it and slipped the phoenix ring off my finger, holding them both up where he could see them. “The plan that’s going to save both Rhianne’s and my pretty little asses—assuming Isaac’s Freeholders can help you and Liam crash Keith’s party. Think you’re up to it?”
 
   “Sweetheart,” he drawled with a sardonic smirk. “I’m up to anything you can toss my way. Especially when it involves your pretty little ass.”
 
   The blush staining my cheeks only slightly ruined the effect I was striving for as I laid out the plan for him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Goosebumps pricked my flesh as I hiked toward Keith’s chosen meeting place. It struck me as morbid in the extreme that he’d selected the place I first died as the site for the exchange. I tried to look on it as coming full circle, hoping there’d be no repeat performance of the dying variety. The warehouse shot into view as I rounded a corner. Rubbing the phoenix encircling my ring finger, I searched the shadowed recesses around the building. Sure enough, several figures lurked outside the dim exterior, all armed with automatic weapons. The structure of the building was in pretty good shape, thanks to the quick actions of the fire department. I shivered to think what would have happened had they proven any quicker; had they arrived before Jake pulled me out of the fire.
 
   Another glance at my wrist showed Rhianne had less than five minutes to live. Gritting my teeth, I wrapped myself in bands of Fire and stalked across the parking lot to the nearest entrance, slipping right past the men—and two women—bearing Uzis. Walking through the site of my first death wasn’t as hard as I’d imagined it would be. Then again, I now knew that the asshole—I mean Keith—hadn’t actually been murdered in front of me, so that put things in perspective.
 
   He may not be so lucky this time.
 
   My body tensed as I neared the main section of the warehouse, where most of the damage was centered; where my not-so-loving father had ordered me burned alive when I failed to live up to his expectations. God knew what he would have done to me had I been able to control fire the way he’d hoped. Plugged me full of bullets, no doubt, only to resurrect me later.
 
   Voices echoed through the cavernous room. I tiptoed around the double doorway, hanging back to survey the situation before making my presence known. Keith strode into view, hands thrust in his pockets, cavalier half-smile on his lips. The pose seemed so familiar my heart stuttered momentarily. I could almost pretend nothing had changed—that he hadn’t betrayed me and was still my closest friend.
 
   Almost.
 
   “She’ll be here,” he insisted, tone of voice hinting that he’d repeated the same thing several times already. “She may be slow to give her heart, but once she does she’ll stop at nothing to protect those she considers hers.” He stopped next to a man and woman who had another woman trapped between them. Rhianne.
 
   He stroked her hair, and she glared at him. “And she considers this little Selkie part of her circle, her friend. She’ll be here.”
 
   Another man slid into view, emerging from a doorway leading into the far recesses of the warehouse; a man with dark blonde hair and pale blue eyes. My father.
 
   “You had better be right, cousin. I grow tired of your failures.”
 
   My hands trembled and I bit back a gasp. Oh, ew! I slept with my father’s cousin!
 
   The woman next to Rhianne stiffened. “Someone’s using Fire nearby.” Her eyes zeroed in on me, and she pointed. “At the doorway.”
 
   A satisfied smirk twisted Keith’s smirk. “Right on schedule.” I’d always hated the pretentious way he’d pronounced that word. Shed-u-ewl. “Allow me to fetch your daughter, cousin.” He gravitated to a spot directly in front of me, though no telltale flashes of green indicated he was channeling Earth energy. “Cass,” he said with a small smile. “How would you put it? The jig is up.”
 
   Releasing the threads of Fire, I folded my arms against my chest. “I already saw what I wanted.” I nodded toward Rhianne and her captors. “Replaced me with another Phoenix already? Truly, I’m hurt.”
 
   He laughed. “I’m sure you mean that, love. Never fear I’ve replaced you. Bianca’s merely on...loan. From an on-again, off-again associate.”
 
   My fingernails pressed into my palm tightly, almost tightly enough to draw blood. Son of a bitch. Dorian! Guess he’d deliberately misled Jake into believing she was dead.
 
   Keith tilted his head. “You know Bianca?”
 
   “I know of Bianca. But she’s not important. Rhianne is.”
 
   He smiled again. “Oh yes, your little Selkie. Quite the minx that one is, especially in bed.” Ignoring my growl, he gestured around. “Please excuse the mess. I wanted to choose some place familiar to us both.”
 
   I quirked a brow. “Kinda morbid, don’t you think?”
 
   “What? Choosing the place we both died to hold our little meeting?”
 
   “Oh, please. Like you died here that night. I’ve learned enough to know that Dragons are masters of illusion. I guess that’s supposed to make me feel better, that my own ignorance didn’t actually get you killed.” I rolled my eyes. “Sorry, I’d prefer you dead.”
 
   He winced. “Well, I suppose I deserve that. If it makes you feel any better, I didn’t know they were coming for you that night; and I certainly didn’t expect them to just kill you like that. Besides which, you were supposed to be here when I returned, alive and well.”
 
   I pursed my lips. “You expect me to believe you came back for me?”
 
   “Of course I did. I just knew you were your mother’s daughter. The moment I laid eyes on you I knew, and the more I got to know you, the more I believed that to be true. Garrett saw the physical resemblance, but when you failed to save me from the fire he figured you must be some sort of magical cripple. He thought your childhood accident a fluke. But I convinced him otherwise, and we came back to find you.”
 
   “Only Jake had already whisked me to safety; too bad for the murderous lot of you.”
 
   Keith shifted uncomfortably. “Look, I’m not proud of what I’ve done, but you have to understand—”
 
   “I don’t have to do anything.” My finger suddenly tingled with Earth energy. I had to bite back a smile. “Let’s get this over with, you back-stabbing bastard.”
 
   “I’m not—oh, forget it. Believe what you want. You are your mother’s daughter.”
 
   His words echoed my earlier thought. A chill ran down my spine. “Don’t talk about my mother. Don’t you dare. After what you did to both of us, you have no right.”
 
   He turned his back on me and stalked across the room. Rubbing the ring to calm the sudden fear bubbling in my veins, I followed, and came face to face with the only man I hated more than Keith.
 
   His pale blue eyes taunted me. They were so similar to my own; identical, were I being honest with myself.
 
   “So nice to see you again, love,” he drawled, sounding eerily like Keith.
 
   I frowned, still unsettled by the thought I’d slept with his cousin. Wasn’t that a form of incest? “I would say the same, but I’d be lying.”
 
   Garrett smiled. “Ah, still have all your spunk I see. This is going to be so much fun.”
 
   “Don’t forget the Dragon,” Keith murmured.
 
   I tensed. There was no way he could know...
 
   “Oh yes, how silly of me. Guess I just got caught up in the father-daughter reunion.”
 
   He turned to Rhianne, who cowered away from him. I opened my mouth to order him to stay away from her, but something made me hold my tongue.
 
   “Rhianne, be a dear and scry the immediate surroundings. Is your brother nearby?”
 
   She shuddered, tension pinching her eyes and mouth into tight lines. Her body began to convulse and she let out a loud moan. “Cass, I’m so sorry. I have to!” Her body relaxed and a vacant expression crossed her face. “I don’t sense him in the immediate surroundings.”
 
   Twisting the ring, I let out a silent breath. Thank God she couldn’t sense the link we’d created. I didn’t have to work hard to plaster a scowl on my face. “What did you do to her?”
 
   Garrett turned back to me. “Why, whatever do you mean? Does it look like I did anything to her just now?”
 
   The man holding Rhianne smiled, and his partner snickered. I wanted to wipe the amusement off their faces but refrained.
 
   “Looks can be deceiving; as you taught me the last time we stood in this room.”
 
   Approval flashed in Garrett’s eyes. “Ah, such a quick learner you are.” He turned back to Rhianne. “Are you sure you can’t sense your brother?” When she nodded, he patted her on the head as if she were a puppy dog.
 
   I dug fingernails into palms. Is that how he sees us? As pets to be manipulated however he sees fit? And how does he do it?
 
   “Now then, Cassidy. Do tell me when we can expect your Dragon to put in an appearance? I’m just dying to meet him in the flesh.”
 
   My eyes narrowed. He can’t possibly know...“You can’t. Expect him to show up, I mean. I came alone.”
 
   He pursed his lips. “Don’t trifle with me, daughter. You expect me to believe that you actually came here to give yourself up in exchange for the little Selkie all alone?”
 
   I shrugged. “Whether you believe it or not is irrelevant. It happens to be true.”
 
   He glanced at Rhianne’s captors. “Give her to him and join the others. Nobody comes inside this warehouse without my say-so. Is that clear?”
 
   The man nodded. “Crystal clear, sir.”
 
   He and the woman passed Rhianne off to Keith like a sack of potatoes, then hurried back the way they came. Keith put his arms around Rhianne and pulled her back against him. I stiffened, but made myself stay still. There was nothing sexual in his actions, or so I tried to assure myself.
 
   Garrett tapped a finger along his cheek, ambling toward the center of the room. “I find it interesting that you actually came here to give yourself up with absolutely nothing to assure we’d keep our end of the bargain. That’s either exceptionally clever or appallingly stupid.”
 
   I forced myself to reassume my earlier confident pose. “Who said I had nothing to assure you’d stick to your side of the deal?”
 
   He arched a brow and then gestured outside. “You’re outnumbered more than 20 to 1.” He nodded behind himself. “Two of your former allies seem to be assisting me.” He pointed to the floor. “We’re standing on the spot you died mere weeks ago, and you yourself admitted the Dragon won’t be showing up to save you this time. I’d say those are good odds in my favor.”
 
   My lips curved upward in a positively feline smile. “Ah, yes, but you failed to take one thing into account.”
 
   “And that is?”
 
   “I am my mother’s child—and my father’s.”
 
   I tapped into the elemental realm, pulling both Earth and Air energy through my mother’s ring. Good old Liam had come through for his sister after all. My eyes flared with sudden intensity as I reached out for Rhianne’s elemental hands and captured them with my own. Adding Water to the three threads I’d already twisted together, I activated the larger, more complex spell Jake and I had worked out earlier, once he confirmed that yes—Elementals could use inanimate objects to channel magical energy under certain circumstances. The ring sizzled on my finger, and the spell that had been inspired by Zoe Stevens’ trial sprang to life.
 
   Rhianne jerked and then covered her mouth. Keith straightened to his full height. Smiling, I kept my hold on Rhianne’s ghostly hands, praying she wouldn’t be compelled to give away my one chance of getting us out. Pleasure flickered across Rhianne’s face, only to be replaced by blankness once more. “She’s triggered a trap beneath our feet, one both magical and physical. We’re surrounded.”
 
   Garrett’s lips tightened and he shot a glare in my direction. “Surrounded by what?”
 
   Rhianne and I answered in unison. “Fire.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Shouts sounded outside. Rhianne’s former captors barked orders to their underlings, but it would do them little good. They were effectively cut off from us until such time as I allowed them access; like that was going to happen anytime soon.
 
   Keith shot a wary glance in my direction. “Instructions?”
 
   Garrett smoothed his expression; mouth twisting upward ever so slightly, eyes widening and frown lines disappearing. “Rhianne, I want you to disengage her trap.”
 
   She closed her eyes, concentrated, and then shook her head. Her voice sounded puzzled when she said, “I—I can’t. I don’t know how she created it. I would never have thought what she did was possible. She made a firewall surrounding us, but it’s more than simple fire. It—it has threads of the other elements in it, too. She shouldn’t have been able to do that alone!”
 
   Garrett turned on her. She cried out, stumbled back against Keith, and sagged, eyes glazed over.
 
   “Leave her alone!” I shouted, stepping forward.
 
   “Stay where you are, or I’ll kill her now. Permanently.”
 
   I froze. “You’re bluffing.”
 
   “Have your teachers not told you of kamikaze?”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?” I shifted to the balls of my feet, prepared to strike.
 
   His laugh sent shivers down my spine. “People borrow words from other cultures all the time, Elementals no less than humans. Kamikaze in this case refers to drawing in more magic than an Elemental can safely handle—and unleashing that energy on themselves after stripping away all their natural shielding.”
 
   He nodded at Keith, who placed his hands around Rhianne’s slender throat and squeezed ever-so-gently. The threat came across loud and clear.
 
   “I don’t want to hear excuses, Rhianne. Destroy the trap immediately.” Garrett glared at Keith. “If my darling daughter so much as steps foot in your direction, wring that one’s neck.”
 
   He swung back in my direction, pushing the sleeves of his silk oxford shirt up just so. “You may have evened the odds in your favor slightly, Cassidy, but I do believe I warned you not to trifle with me.” The even-tempered words did not match his virulent tone in the slightest.
 
   I rocked back on my heels, struggling to maintain a nonchalant pose. “Temper, temper, Daddy. Remember how I said I was both my mother’s and father’s daughter?”
 
   He paused, wariness flashing across his face. “You may have gotten lucky once, but all you managed to do is cut us off from the outside. Your former lover literally holds Rhianne’s life in his hands. I would say it’s time to cut the rebellious act, darling girl.”
 
   A smile touched my lips. I allowed a tinge of arrogance—his forte—to enter my eyes. Poker had always been one of my favorite games: a simple matter of numbers and a touch of luck. “Do you really think that trap is the only trick up my sleeve? I’m offended you underestimate me so.” He took an involuntary step back when I leaned forward. “Who the hell do you think is going to save you when I unleash the world’s biggest firestorm on your ass? Keith? Rhianne?” I laughed long and low. “Please. He won’t be able to get enough earth in here in time to keep you from fricasseeing. And you’ve got her so drugged—or whatever—I can flay the flesh from your bones before she can even touch the elemental realm. So go ahead: your move, Daddy dearest.”
 
   Adrenaline danced through my body. Damned if I didn’t feel like I was on top of the world. Powerful; untouchable.
 
   “Well, now that all our cards are out on the table.” All semblance of nervousness faded. He smiled and resumed walking in my direction. “I suppose it’s time to show my own hand.”
 
   Pressure exploded inside my mind. I reeled, hands cradling my head while a thousand needles stabbed along every inch of my brain. Something—alien—lurked behind the pain. It poked and prodded, seeking entry to the inmost corners of my psyche. I struggled to fight it off.
 
   You’re stronger than she was, I’ll give you that.
 
   My eyes snapped open as the voice seemed to come from inside my head. My mother had been right. He could read minds.
 
   Garrett’s lips curved upward and he took another step forward. Then again, the first time I penetrated her mind, she was rather weak from the pain and blood loss.
 
   I shuffled backward, fighting against the hammer pounding my brain with every step. Get out!
 
   His smile grew wider, more predatory. You underestimated me every bit as much as she, little Phoenix. Thinking the only ones with extraordinary abilities are your own kind. Though I doubt you’ll make that mistake again. He tilted his head. I only wish I could have been there the moment you were born. How I would have enjoyed watching your mother roast in that magical supernova, seeing you incinerate her from the inside out.
 
   Tears pricked at my eyes. “No,” I whispered out loud. “That’s not true. I didn’t kill her. You did!”
 
   He stopped directly in front of me, reaching a hand out to caress my cheek. I shuddered.
 
   No, love, you know that’s not true. I was nowhere near your mother that day. Had she not foolishly run away, I would have seen her safe. The day she escaped I was making arrangements for a Roane and Gryphon to join with your mother and her mate to form a new Quatrain.
 
   The needles pressing into my brain eased slightly, making it easier to think, to reason logically. You call living under the captivity of psychotics with delusions of grandeur being kept safe? You are crazy.
 
   He stroked my cheek, reminding me again of someone fondling a beloved pet. If nothing else, she could have returned to Ireland. Returned to her family. To your family.
 
   My eyes widened. “I—I have family? Family in Ireland?”
 
   “Indeed.” He spoke aloud. “Not that I was ever able to track them down; another of Keith’s failures. Somehow they found out what he’d done and vanished. For a short time I feared she managed to escape there, but a thorough investigation disproved that theory.” He clicked his tongue, shaking his head as if chiding a small child. “She was as selfish as you in that regard.”
 
   “W—what do you mean, selfish? She wanted to protect me, and no doubt her family, to keep you from getting your hands on all of us. That’s not selfish!”
 
   His hand moved to the top of my head while he shook his own. “Both so stubborn and proud, both so afraid to admit you need the help of others. That will be your downfall just as it was hers.” He blinked as if an idea had just occurred to him. “Unless you are smarter than your mother was. I will spare the lives of those you love, starting with little Rhianne over there, on one condition.”
 
   The hammer continued chipping away at the edges of my psyche but was no more annoying than the buzzing of a bee would have been. Hope flared; hope that I could pull this off without hurting the ones I had let myself come to love.
 
   “On what condition?”
 
   He leaned forward and whispered in my ear. “Align yourself with me. Let me inside your mind freely and fully. Help me gain all that which I crave, and the clan who gave you shelter will be free from my influence forever.”
 
   I shivered when his breath danced along my skin. The very thought of allowing him inside my mind made my stomach roll. And yet—and yet the idea held a certain appeal. He was my father after all; bone of my bone, flesh of my flesh. What he asked seemed such a small price to pay in exchange for the safety of my loved ones. Not to mention—think of the power we two could wield together. We could end the incessant warring between Stalker and Elemental. We could gain control over both factions, using the political power of the Stalkers and the magical power of the Beholden to forge the world into the image we desired. To rule over all—
 
   The word yes nearly passed my lips before I sensed it: the tiniest thread of other worming its way farther inside my psyche and straight toward the core of what made me me. Just like a virus insinuating itself inside a computer program.
 
   “No,” I forced myself to say instead. It emerged as the barest whisper until I licked my lips and pushed it out again. “No!”
 
   Thrusting my arms to each side, I embraced the elemental realm and drew in every ounce of scarlet energy I could safely manage, and then I drew in a sliver more. My hair took on a life of its own, snapping as though the wind had hold of it. The worm withered away to nothingness and my mind became my own once more.
 
   “I told you to stay out of my mind!” I gritted, teeth clenched tightly.
 
   He stumbled, arrogant façade crumbling just enough for me to recognize shock. “How did you—never mind. I had hoped we could do this the easy way, but we’ll just do it the hard.” His eyes seemed to enlarge to freakish proportions. “Release her,” he said. “Rhianne, stay where you are. Do not interfere in any way. Keith—kill my daughter now. Quickly.”
 
   Keith hesitated. “Are you sure that’s neces—”
 
   “Do it!” Garrett barked. “Or do I need to teach you yet again who is in charge here?”
 
   Emotions warred across Keith’s face, but after a moment he pushed Rhianne behind him and advanced on me.
 
   Shit! I scrambled back, racking my brain for some defense mechanism that might help me. Garrett had called my bluff, and soon would discover that my hand was just as shitty as he’d hoped. The firewall cutting them off from reinforcements had indeed been the only ace up my sleeve. Even then, it had also succeeded in cutting me off from my own cavalry.
 
   Lightning hit my mind, knocking me back several feet and making the razor-sharp needles seem like pinpricks in comparison. I gasped for breath, struggling not to lose myself to the forceful sense of other. Green light flashed a moment after, though I barely noticed until the ground beneath me shuddered and then grew sticky. My feet refused to move when I tried to dance back a few more steps. I glanced down and cursed. Formerly solid concrete had turned to mush. No matter how hard I pulled, my feet just wouldn’t budge.
 
   Give it up, little girl. You’re outnumbered, outpowered, and outclassed. Don’t make me kill you again.
 
   “Get out!” I shrieked, clawing at my head. “Get out of my head you bastard!”
 
   Not until I get what I want. One way or the other, you will help me. It’s why you were conceived, it’s what you were created to do, and it’s your destiny.
 
   Green light flared again. I divided my attention from fighting off Garrett, plaiting scarlet bands of energy and lobbing several clumsy fireballs in Keith’s direction. Not at all elegant, and they wouldn’t hold him long, but he had to end his attack in order to shield himself.
 
   We make our own destinies, I snarled internally, too distracted to make the reply verbal. My mother bested you in the end, and so will I.
 
   Sweat beaded on his forehead and he redoubled his mental onslaught, but channeling elemental energy had cleared my mind once more. I gained ground in the silent battle. Time to put an end to things. He must have sensed my intent just before I banished him because he dropped to the floor the moment darts of flame roared where he’d been standing. I grunted, already drawing in additional bands of energy, and then slammed to the floor when the ground rocked violently.
 
   My face bore the brunt of impact, cracking against the cement. Several teeth chipped and blood pooled beneath my chin. I fought back the tide of pain threatening to pull me under. Exhaustion took hold. I didn’t think I could channel much more energy. I landed just in front of Garrett; within spitting distance, as a matter of fact. Months of physical training with my last foster parents’ militant son took over where elemental power had failed. Grabbing him by the hair, I yanked him close and cracked his head against the floor. He gave a satisfying shriek of pain and blood spurted from his nose. The mental attack immediately faded to a dull throb; more than bearable.
 
   “How’s it feel, you bastard?”
 
   He struggled ineffectually, pushing against the floor but failing to move away from me. Too dazed to fight me off physically, he fell back on his greater strength. Stupid girl. You can’t win! I made you. You belong to me.
 
   I moved to smash his head down again, but he choked out one more order before I could. “Help Keith, Rhianne. Kill Cassidy!”
 
   My gaze zeroed in on Rhianne. She bit her lower lip until it bled, hands tightening on her arms as her body trembled. “N—no. I won’t do it. You can’t make me!”
 
   Garrett took advantage of my distraction. Rhianne’s eyes rolled upward, fluttered open and shut, and then glazed over as he assumed control. “I said kill her. Now!”
 
   Her glance met mine but her expression remained blank and unforgiving. She pointed in my direction, hair snapping as she channeled pure elemental force. The freaky hair thing meant she, too, was nearing the limits of elemental strength; nearing the point of going kamikaze as Garrett had earlier mentioned. Keith stepped beside her and green light shimmered in front of him. They were going to attack me simultaneously.
 
   I am so screwed...
 
   I shoved Garret away and grabbed for elemental power; too slow, too slow by far. They were going to hit me with everything they had, and I was going to die; quickly, painfully, and all alone. I whimpered.
 
   Time seemed to slow. A familiar presence washed over me, bathing me in the ghostly scents of cinnamon and earth. Bell-like tones rang in the air; tones that only I could hear. Their achingly beautiful song wrapped me in their embrace, making me forget my pain and fear. I grasped at straws even when I knew he couldn’t possibly be there. Not even he could pass through my fire. Jake?
 
   The tones grew louder, more insistent, pulsing against my psyche with just as much force as Garrett’s earlier attack. But where he’d brought pain, these brought peace. And where he’d tried to force, these tried only to convince me of what I’d known all along. This was right. This was meant to be. We were meant to be.
 
   “Yes,” I whispered, both aloud and with every fiber of my mind and soul. “I accept this.”
 
   Garrett thought I meant the fate he had in store for me. He pushed himself to a sitting position and smirked, prepared to watch his puppets finish me off; or so he thought.
 
   I opened myself to the elemental realm, surrendering my will to the magic pounding against me. The raw force of it took my breath away. Fear threatened—fear of losing myself to the wild bands of scarlet and emerald straining to bind themselves together, but then I remembered the love I felt for Jake. The love I knew he felt for me. Acceptance took the place of fear. I crawled to my feet and faced the maelstrom tall and unafraid. The magic hit, jerking my body several feet into the air and slamming it back down. My arms flew up to each side like earthly wings. Elemental magic snapped through my body and seemed to sing from head to toes, then back again. Scarlet and emerald light blinded me momentarily. I cried out as a thousand sensations overwhelmed me, terrified and thrilled all at once.
 
   A thread of red-and-green energy pulsed, burrowed itself into my psyche, and snapped into place. Jake’s presence danced through my body once more, this time stronger than I’d ever felt it. Somehow I knew he was physically on the other side of the firewall I’d erected, but he felt close enough to touch. My body shuddered with the pleasure of it all.
 
   Understanding dawned on Keith before the rest of us, and he put voice to the wonder I’d just experienced. “Her Dragon’s here. He’s bonded to her!”
 
   True fear erupted in Garrett’s eyes. “Take her.” Keith shook his head and backed away from me. “Not her you fool. The Selkie. It’s our only chance!”
 
   I instinctively reached for the thread binding me to Jake. He must have sensed how close to exhaustion I had come. Floods of energy leapt through our bond, refilling depleted reserves. Once again feelings of invincibility pulsed through my blood.
 
   Garrett cowered when I strode forward. He scrabbled to his feet, gibbering in fear at the blistering tendril of energy I lanced against his neck.
 
   Later, Daddy dearest, I promised mentally, then ignored him like the worm he was. Smiling coldly, I advanced on Keith when he made a last-minute dash toward Rhianne. Fire speared between them, the same fire cutting us off from the outside world; the same fire that blended just a touch of all four elements together and acted as a physical barrier against all other people. The fire I shouldn’t have been able to create.
 
   Keith ran up against the firewall and bounced back several inches. His eyes widened as the tiny bit of earth energy woven into the barrier resonated with his own abilities. He turned around and looked at me, mouth hanging wide open.
 
   “How did you do that?” His voice quivered.
 
   My mouth twisted into a humorless smile. “Oh, it’s just a little something I picked up from both you and my mother. You know, the woman you betrayed for absolutely no reason.”
 
   His eyes lit with anger. “She betrayed me first, just like Garret said she would. She cheated on me with that bastard Roane. Well I fixed him. Fixed them both, didn’t I?”
 
   I stared at him, horror tugging my mouth wide open. “My God. You set them up to die just because you believed your psycho cousin that she cheated on you? Your own Quatrain. What kind of monster are you? You deserve to die!”
 
   He faltered, dropping to his knees, hands raised in a pleading gesture. “Cass, please. If ever you loved me, stop. Don’t do it!”
 
   I arched a brow. “Don’t do what?”
 
   “D—don’t kill me. I didn’t mean to hurt your mother. She wasn’t supposed to get hurt. And I had no choice!”
 
   My avarice momentarily dimmed. “What do you mean?”
 
   Keith pointed behind me. “Jesus, Cass, don’t you see? It’s him. He made me do it, just like he’s controlling Rhianne now.” He flung out an arm, alarm in his eyes. “Cass, watch out!”
 
   I spun around at the concern in his voice, expecting a physical attack from Garrett, but he had vanished completely.
 
   “You really are your mother’s daughter,” Keith muttered behind me. I whirled again, but too late. His arms already wrapped around Rhianne’s throat.
 
   “Back off!” he ordered, eyes glinting with unveiled pleasure. “Back right the fuck off or I’ll break her little neck.”
 
   Rhianne’s gaze locked on mine. For the first time that evening, her eyes were completely free of fear. She blinked rapidly, then mouthed, “Do it.”
 
   “Oh Keith, love,” I drawled, hands moving to each side. “I think you forgot two important things.”
 
   “What things?” he snarled, hands tightening on Rhianne’s throat.
 
   “One, that Garrett’s no longer here to make her go all kamikaze. And two, she has built-in immunity to Fire—but you don’t.”
 
   She closed her eyes while I unleashed a line of white-hot Fire—and watched my former lover burn to death a second time. This time for real.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   The euphoria of killing him quickly faded. The scent of charred flesh hit my nose and I covered it with my hand. Bile rose in my throat but I managed to fight it down. He deserved it, I tried to tell myself. It didn’t assuage the sensation of guilt that swept over me. God, I was turning into a cold-blooded murderer, and the fact that Keith wasn’t permanently dead couldn’t make that fact less true.
 
   “You did it, Cass! You beat them both!” Rhianne hit my body, wrapping her arms around me and breaking into uncontrollable tears. Funny, just what I felt like doing.
 
   “Shhh, it’s all right.” I patted her back awkwardly, keeping an eye out for danger; like my father coming back for one final shot. I didn’t know whether to be happy or disappointed when he didn’t show up.
 
   Wait a minute. Where’d he go? He shouldn’t have been able to get past the firewall.
 
   “The sewer,” I whispered, body stiffening. “He knows about the sewer.”
 
   Rhianne forgot about her tears. “What sewer?”
 
   “There’s a tunnel connecting one of the rooms in the basement with the city sewer system. I was on the verge of proving someone was using it to make the warehouse appear haunted when my life took a sudden turn for the bizarre.”
 
   Her eyes grew wide and her lips trembled. “Y—you mean he got away? He’s out there and can come back for me later?”
 
   I pressed her head against my chest and stroked her hair. “Don’t worry, Rhi. It’s not you he’s after. It’s me.”
 
   She calmed down enough to step back and wring her hands. “Oh God, I’m so sorry Cass. If I hadn’t been so stupid—stupid enough to believe I could handle a Dragon...”
 
   Speaking of Dragons...My eyes widened. “Shit, Jake! He’s outside, probably worried out of his mind. Stay here,” I ordered over my shoulder, already halfway down the hall. Rhianne didn’t listen any better than I did. She bumped into me when I paused at the rear exit. Scowling, I didn’t take the time to argue with her, just stepped outside: and beheld the wonder I had created.
 
   “Holy shit,” Rhianne said. My sentiments exactly. “That tiny bit of fire’s holding everyone back?”
 
   “Holy shit indeed,” I agreed, staggered by the incandescent beauty flashing in front of us.
 
   To physical sight, a jagged line of fire no more than six inches high slashed around the empty warehouse; but elemental vision revealed a ten-foot high wall composed mostly of scarlet energy. Delicate tendrils of green, white, and blue wove in and out of the anchoring energy. Each band of color glowed with the intensity of jewel tones, and soft musical tones reminiscent of the ones which played for Jake and me chimed at regular intervals. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen anything so beautiful. The thought that I had created it took my breath away.
 
   “Cassidy!” Jake shouted, drawing my attention away from the firewall. His voice shifted from relief to grouchiness. “Take this damned thing down so I can throttle you personally!”
 
   Okay, so I’d had a little help.
 
   I squinted against the elemental light and could just make out figures on the far side of the hazy barrier. Several lay prone on the ground, and I hoped those were Garrett’s flunkies. Many more prowled along the shimmering length of elemental energy, apparently seeking a way past. Jake took the direct approach—pounding his fists against the wall and scowling when nothing happened.
 
   Rhianne and I exchanged glances. “He sounds really pissed off. The wildness?”
 
   I shook my head, lips curving smugly. “Nope. No need to worry about that ever again. I think he’s just pissed off he didn’t get to kill Keith himself.” Not to mention the fact I’d accidentally trapped him outside the barrier when I’d formed it.
 
   Her eyes lit with pleasure when she realized what my words meant. “Damn, Cass, you better turn that thing off. Newly-bonded Dragons are just as territorial as ones taken by the wildness.”
 
   “Um, sure. I’ll get right on that.”
 
   I pulled through the elemental link Jake and I had created, channeling Earth from him and Air from the scowling Liam next to him. Rhianne gasped when I gathered her elemental hands in mine once more. Her eyes asked a hundred questions.
 
   “I’ll explain everything later,” I assured her. 
 
   “Cassidy Grant, what the hell are you waiting for?”
 
   The panic lacing Jake’s words warmed me inside, speaking of his love for me loud and clear. Though I’d make him say the words themselves later.
 
   “Just give me a cotton-picking minute!” I muttered.
 
   “How on earth did she do that, anyway? She’s alone, isn’t she?”
 
   Rhianne straightened at the sound of her father’s voice, eyes shining. “Daddy? Daddy is that you?”
 
   “Rhianne!” Wen called back. “You’re alive. Thank the ancestors.” His voice took on Jake’s edge. “Cassidy Grant, take this down immediately!”
 
   “Oh for the love of—shouldn’t Dragons be as patient as the earth is steady?”
 
   Rhianne giggled softly at my shoulder. Fortunately for her, I was too busy snipping at elemental threads to take her to task. This time, since I’d constructed the barrier myself, unraveling it went by much more easily—and quickly. For the second time that evening, Jake hauled me into his arms and branded my lips with his own. Again, I gave as good as I got, if not better. Wen and Breena darted forward, drawing Rhianne close for hugs, kisses, and admonitions. Their words flashed from English to Gaelic to Chinese so quickly I couldn’t even pretend to follow the conversation. Not that I tried too hard, seeing as how Jake was keeping me occupied. Of course, our happy reunion didn’t last long.
 
   “This changes nothing, you know.”
 
   My body tensed at Liam’s voice. I’d hoped against hope that the link we had temporarily shared might cool his ire against his brother. No such luck.
 
   “Since no lasting harm has come to Rhianne, I won’t make good my promise; this time. But don’t mistake my gift to her as concern for your own well-being.” He gave us both a look of disgust. “Your having a unique ability makes you no less a whore—and you no less our brother’s murderer.”
 
   He stalked away past the crowd of Freeholders, Isaac at the forefront, clamoring to get close. We watched him go, sadness reverberating through the bond tying us together. It doubled and redoubled, until I couldn’t tell where my regret ended and his began.
 
   I squeezed Jake’s hand. “We’ll deal with him later.”
 
   He nodded, brushing a kiss on my forehead. “Yes, we will.”
 
   The way he stressed we ignited a glow in my cheeks, and my heart. No longer would I have to fear giving love only to lose it. For better or worse, Jake and I were bound together for life.
 
   I touched the emerald-eyed dragon on his finger, still inordinately honored he’d agreed to wear it. The rings represented not just the magical link we’d forged between us: they also symbolized a link to my mother. As long as we both wore them, her legacy lived on through the two of us.
 
   Best of all, I knew Jake would never betray me the way his ring’s former owner had.
 
   My hand tightened around Jake’s fingers. “Keith.”
 
   He bared his teeth. “Stay here. I’ll check on him.”
 
   Before I could protest, he gathered Isaac and several other Freeholders and hurried toward the main room of the warehouse. I knew, though, that the greater danger lay elsewhere.
 
   The sewer, I thought.
 
   Panic flared and I pelted inside the warehouse, taking the nearest steps to the lower level and bypassing Jake and the others. Voices behind me yelled for me to stop, but I could think of only one thing. My father was still free to threaten my newfound family. My steps slowed when I reached the basement hall housing the entrance to the sewer. A darkened doorway crouched at the far end of the corridor, taunting me. Unease pricked. Were those unseen eyes I felt watching me? Rubbing the goosebumps on my arms didn’t alleviate the feeling.
 
   “Shit!” I cursed, knowing I had to at least poke my head into the tunnel. The fear in Rhianne’s eyes had mirrored that in my own heart. He could be lurking in that tunnel, waiting for us to leave. Coming so close to being rid of him and not taking the chance would haunt me eternally.
 
   I stalked to the end of the hallway. The odor of human waste made my nose wrinkle and my eyes water. I augmented my vision with threads of Fire and peeked into the tunnel.
 
   Nothing stirred, not even the pitter-patter of little rat feet. Relief bubbled up and I let out a nervous laugh. I walked forward a few paces so I could see farther down the tunnel and felt my feet trip a wire near the floor. The explosion hit so fast I didn’t get the chance to curse. A firestorm whooshed, bathing me in radiant light and unspeakable heat. I nearly giggled at the stupidity of my father booby-trapping the tunnel with the one thing that couldn’t kill me anymore, but ribbons of agony stabbed through my body in a dozen places.
 
   The fire wasn’t what did me in. The flying shrapnel, now—that was another matter entirely...
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
   Jake tightened his hand around mine as we approached the backwoods cave. His other hand cradled the large bouquet of flowers which matched the one I carried; one for the Morrows, and one for my mother. More than two weeks had passed since my third and final—well, so far—death. Weeks in which I was once again reborn in fire and given the chance to come to grips with what I had become: with what we had become.
 
   Jake still refused to let me out of his sight, but considering the nature of our bond I couldn’t blame him. It was too newly formed. We couldn’t walk more than a hundred feet away from each other without both of us wanting to puke our guts out. Breena assured me that facet of the bond faded once it fully solidified. It had sure as hell better.
 
   Jake sensed my annoyance and arched a brow. “You sure you’re up for this? We can come back another time.”
 
   I shook my head, letting out a breath of air. “No, I’m fine. Just wishing they hadn’t died to keep me safe.”
 
   The mother who’d given her life up for mine, and the two people who’d carried her secret to the grave. Funny how two people who’d barely known her had done a damned sight better keeping her confidences than the man who’d supposedly been her life’s mate. I wondered if I’d ever see Keith again or if he’d be wise and head across the ocean as soon as he finished regenerating.
 
   Turned out I hadn’t been able to live with the thought of permanently murdering him after all, never minding the fact he’d betrayed both my mother and me. Wasn’t that just a bitch? Jake’s family had talked him out of doing the deed against my wishes and stood guard over his body while I decided what to do with it. I’d insisted on burying his ass out in the middle of nowhere with a nice threatening note taped to his remains. The gist of which was, Tell the Stalkers how Garrett betrayed them, or I will. Including your part in the whole fiasco.
 
   He probably wouldn’t betray his cousin. Seems he feared him a whole lot more than anyone else; but we’d see.
 
   Early afternoon sunshine bathed us in its glow when we stopped outside the cave. Vicky and Danny’s eldest daughter had given us directions to the spot where they’d asked for the majority of their ashes to be spread; the same cavern where my mother’s ashes lay. The fact they’d asked to be put to rest where she died warmed me considerably. Now neither of us would ever be alone.
 
   I closed my eyes, pausing on the cave’s threshold to soak in the warm rays of light. It couldn’t approach the ecstasy that fire elicited, but it felt good all the same.
 
   “I have to focus on the moments like these,” I remarked out loud.
 
   Jake eased his arm around me and squeezed.
 
   “The moments where I remember how good it feels to be alive and to be grateful for the gifts they gave. Someday I want to honor them even more. I want to find my father and make him pay for his sins. I want to track down my siblings and keep them safe from him. To find Si Si and save her from the Vulture.”
 
   He nuzzled my ear. “You will. You’ll do all of that and more; because you’re who and what you are; because all of them had a hand in the shaping of you; and because now you have me to help you.”
 
   The mild arrogance in his voice made me grin. I leaned up on tiptoe to kiss him hard on the lips. “Yes to all of those things. I’m so lucky to have had all of you in my life.”
 
   “Damned right you are.” He winked. “Shall we?”
 
   I threaded my arm through his, nodding. The scarlet-and-emerald bands of energy linking us together pulsed, a reminder of the ties binding us so long as we both lived. Though the more time that passed, the more I sensed the incompleteness of that bond. In order to close the circle we’d begun—in order to form a true Quatrain and join the ranks of Beholden—we needed to find the Selkie and Gryphon destined to join us. But for now, our half-formed bond and love for each other would be enough.
 
   It would have to be.
 
   
  
 

THE END
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Hi there!
 
   I hope you enjoyed Reborn in Fire; I love the magic in this series and the way the relationship between Cass and Jake develops. There will be more books in The Beholden series as soon as I can write them. In the meantime, please consider reading my Shades of Fury series by Penguin/Ace Books. I also plan to release another urban fantasy of mine soon: Where Angels Fear, Book 1 of Psychic Storm.
 
   In that book, one volatile psychic-in-training and one sexy fallen angel seeking redemption stand between the mortal world and the forces of evil. Better start praying.
 
   Storm O’Malley’s psychic gifts are a time bomb waiting to go off. She has one last chance to avoid being completely wiped from existence after nearly killing her latest angelic mentor: trusting yet another Pathlighter to train her where his predecessors have failed. There’s just one small catch. Damien’s no ordinary angel—he’s the Fallen.
 
   Fallen as in used to rub elbows with Lucifer and work for the shady syndicate known as the Diablerie. Seems he’s now seeking redemption and needs her just as much as she needs him. Storm must join forces with this sinfully sexy angel if she’s to have any hope of training her volatile powers without killing herself or others. Not to mention stop a kidnapper abducting children on the cusp of psychic manifestation before any more can be taken. No pressure or anything.
 
   You can find me on Facebook (http://www.facebook.com/KaseyMackenzieAuthor), Twitter (http://twitter.com/kaseymackenzie) or on my website at http://kaseymackenzie.com. Please post a review on Amazon.com or Goodreads.com if you get a chance: reviews (whether positive or negative) help writers get new readers and are greatly appreciated.
 
   Thanks so much for reading!
 
                                                          Kasey
 
    
 
   Other Books by Kasey Mackenzie:
 
    
 
   The Shades of Fury Series
 
   Red Hot Fury
 
   Green-Eyed Envy
 
   Blackhearted Betrayal
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