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      The man’s musk filled my senses. Strong. Powerful. The scent of unadulterated lust. His arms closed around my ribs, like the iron bands that caged the songbirds in my grandmother’s living room. I was his possession. His plaything. I would sing at his behest or not at all. The thought suffocated my reason as his musk suffocated my lungs. I had to escape. But how?

      Angel stared at the words on her laptop’s screen and squirmed in the booth. She’d hoped pouring her dream into words in her journal would exorcise the feeling of helplessness. Of inevitable conquest by a man she’d never met. The feeling of destiny, of kismet had been so strong that it had driven her out of her apartment to the imagined safety of her favorite coffee shop. But now, as she shifted in her seat, aroused by the remembered dream, yet shamed by that desire, she wondered if coming out in public had been wise after all.

      She picked up her insulated cup of steaming chai latte and sipped the sweet liquid, peering over the rim as she did so. He was still there, and still focused on her. A very dangerous looking man. A man who looked like he belonged in a biker bar at midnight, not in a benign coffee shop in the middle of the morning.

      He slouched in a chair next to the window, framed by the morning sun. He’d be tall when he stood. Muscular, though not muscle-bound, his black tee-shirt stretched across a powerful chest, while black denim sheathed long hard legs. He wore his blue-black hair long, just touching his shoulders, and even this early in the day, the shadow of a beard crept along his jawline like wisps of smoke. His eyes would be steely, though she hadn’t seen them, hidden as they were behind dark glasses. He picked up his cup and saluted her. She quickly glanced away.

      Was he the man she’d dreamed of? She’d had prescient dreams before and that knowledge had sent her running from her apartment barely well enough dressed for even the relaxed atmosphere of a Portland coffee shop. Yet her panic seemed to have propelled her straight into the path of that which she sought to avoid. If only she’d seen the man’s face! His scent had filled her mind and body, but would she recognize a scent she’d only dreamed?

      A shiver ran down her spine and she glanced again at the dark man. He hadn’t moved.

      What should she do? She couldn’t sit here all day, and yet she knew with every fiber of her being that if she left the safety of the little shop, he would follow her. She was as caged here as she’d been in her dream. Well, not quite. Here at least she had the buffer of space and light and other people.

      She turned her attention to her laptop and jotted down a few notes on the dark stranger’s appearance. Evidence she could give the police if worst came to worst. As she typed, a shadow fell across her table. Heart pounding, mouth too dry for words, she slowly raised her gaze.

      The man who stood before her was the antithesis of the dark stranger. A well-groomed man in a business suit. Mid-thirties, light brown hair carefully cut in a conservative style, an open, friendly expression and light blue eyes. No stubble clouded this man’s square jaw.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “We don’t know each other, but I noticed you seem, well, nervous, and you keep glancing at that man by the window. Is there a problem? Is he threatening you in some way?” Genuine concern shone from the depths of those blue eyes.

      Angel cleared her throat and closed her laptop to give herself time to think. What should she do? She didn’t know this man. Had never seen him before. Who was she kidding? Did a drowning woman pass up a life ring because she hadn’t been introduced to the man who tossed it?

      With a quick glance at the dark stranger, she pushed herself to standing and focused on the well-groomed man before her.

      “Thank you. I don’t know that man, but I am uncomfortable. Would you mind walking me to the Max station?”

      “Nonsense. I’ll give you a lift anywhere you want to go. My car is right outside.” He stepped between her and the man at the window, placing his hand under her elbow. “I can drive you to the nearest police station if you’d like.”

      They moved toward the door and as he leaned close to her to push it open, his scent overwhelmed her. She froze, and then tried to pull away. But she was wedged between the man and the door and he still held her elbow. Noticing her change in demeanor, he tightened his grip and whispered, “Now, now, we wouldn’t want to make a scene, would we?”

      She glanced up into eyes that were no longer concerned, but glowed with malice, and allowed herself to be pushed out of the safety of the coffee shop and into the destiny she had fled.

      Now she knew: a scent from a dream could absolutely be recognized in the clear light of day.
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      She had to escape. Had to. Her dreams, the ones she remembered, were too often prescient, and this one had been ripe with fear and danger. Before he could force her into the black Cadillac sedan, she twisted to face him.

      “Release me,” she said, as calmly as she could manage. Staring directly into his eyes, she repeated the command, a bit more forcefully. “Release me. Now!”

      His eyes widened in surprise and the fingers holding her elbow slackened.

      Without thought, without worrying about where the impulse came from, Angel jerked her arm free, stepped back, and holding out her hands between them, uttered one final command. “Forget I exist.”

      The well-groomed man’s brows drew together in a perplexed frown, but he stared right through Angel, as though she wasn’t there, walked briskly around the Cadillac to the driver’s side, opened the door and got in. Without so much as another glance at her, he backed out of the parking space and drove away.

      Angel closed her eyes as dizziness threatened to swamp her. Before she could decide what to do next, a presence steadied her, guided her to a bench just outside the coffee shop’s main entrance.

      “Sit,” a man’s voice said, “before you fall down. That was a very impressive performance.”

      She sat, and had to admit being off her feet did feel good. Opening her eyes, she found herself looking at the dark man who had so worried her earlier.

      “Drink,” he said, offering her a sealed bottle of water. “You need to hydrate. If you’re willing to go back inside, I’ll buy you a meal. You’ll need to recharge after that energy drain.”

      She accepted the water, broke the seal, and drank deeply while she considered his words. Recharge? Energy drain? She had no idea what had happened. Why that nice-looking guy had tried to kidnap her, or how she had gotten away.

      This man looked dangerous in his all-black clothes and his scruffy beard. But he seemed to know something about what had happened.

      She took another long drink of water and made a decision. She needed answers and what he’d suggested kept them in a public place. Besides, her stomach was growling and she felt like she hadn’t eaten in a week!

      Grabbing her laptop case and slinging the strap over her shoulder, she stood. “All right. Let’s go inside and get something to eat.”

      The man grinned, his steely blue eyes sparkling with humor. “Let’s do that.” Being careful not to touch her, he guided her back into the coffee shop and to a booth well away from other customers.

      When the waitress appeared he ordered enough food for ten people. Bacon and eggs. Waffles. A large stack of pancakes. Eggs Benedict. Two Denver omelets. And sides of sausage links, ham slices, and steak— on the rare side.

      Angel stared at him as the waitress scrambled to write everything on her order pad.

      When the woman turned to leave he called, “Oh, and Rose, we’ll need a carafe of black coffee and a pitcher of orange juice.”

      “Hungry?” Angel asked when they were alone in the isolated booth.

      He grinned again. “No. I already ate. That’s for you.”

      Angel’s mouth fell open. After a moment, she shook herself and said, “I’ve never eaten that much food in one sitting in my life!”

      He nodded, but his expression turned serious. “You’ve also never saved yourself from a predator with only the power of your mind. Trust me. You’re going to need every calorie of what I’ve ordered.” He studied her face, noted her hands, folded primly on the table, still shook. Nodding to himself, he met her gaze. “You’re still feeling dizzy, aren’t you?”

      She was saved from answering by the waitress’s return. She carried a tray with the coffee, juice, pancakes and syrup. “Here’s a start on that order,” she said cheerfully. "I'll bring the rest out as it comes up.”

      “Thank you, Rose,” the man said, and Angel noticed her name tag. “Appreciate the quick service.” As she walked away, he pushed the stack of pancakes in front of Angel. “Eat. You need the fuel.”

      After slathering the pancakes in butter and syrup, Angel took the first mouthful, and thought nothing had ever tasted so wonderful in her entire life. Closing her eyes, she savored the sweetness. Could almost feel her energy level rising. And before Rose returned with the omelets, she’d polished off the whole stack.

      As she cut the first bite of eggy-goodness, she glanced at the man across from her. “I don’t even know your name.”

      “Morgan. Morgan Quinter.” He sipped his coffee, which was the only menu item on his side of the table. “And you’re Angel Danvers.”

      She chewed and swallowed as quickly as she dared before setting down her fork and asking, “How do you know my name?”

      “You’re my assignment.” He took another sip, glanced at the remains of the second omelet before meeting her gaze. “Eat. You’ll be better able to follow the explanation when your energy levels are back to normal.”

      Before she could question him further, Rose returned with the rest of their order.

      “Haven’t eaten for a while, have you, dear?” Rose asked as she cleared the used dishes… which Angel had practically licked clean.

      Angel blushed, but said, “It’s a new diet. Nothing but water for a week, then binge on whatever you want.”

      “Huh. Never heard of that one, and in this business you see it all.” She picked up her tray, smiled at Angel, and said, “Well, you enjoy… and maybe talk to your doctor. That diet sounds… questionable.”

      Angel already had a mouthful of waffle, so didn’t respond as Rose walked back to the kitchen.

      “That was quick thinking,” Morgan said with a quiet laugh. Angel just shrugged her shoulders.

      The two sat quietly while Angel decimated the rest of the food. Hard to talk when her mouth was so busy biting, chewing, and swallowing. At last she finished and leaned back against the cushioned booth, hands on her stomach.

      “I can’t believe I ate all of that!”

      “But you’re feeling better, aren’t you?”

      “Definitely.”

      “Ready to process some information? Or do you need a nap?”

      Angel glared at him. “I’m not the least bit sleepy. So talk. Who are you and who was that other guy and what happened out there?”

      He raised an eyebrow, gazed at her quizzically, then shrugged. “You really don’t know what you are, do you? Didn’t your parents explain all this?”

      “My parents?” She frowned at him. “If you mean my birth parents, no. They didn’t have a chance to explain anything to me. They died when I was a toddler. My parents, the ones who raised me, didn’t tell me anything about my background. Mainly ‘cause they didn’t know anything. And I can hardly ask them now.”

      “Why not?”

      She stared into her cup of coffee and said quietly, “They died last year. Car accident.”

      He reached across the table for her hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” He glanced across the coffee shop and out the window. “I did wonder why the information about you was so sketchy when I accepted this assignment, but it never occurred
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