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“I’m afraid I can’t interpret the symbols...looks like ancient Anconian... You really need an expert on ancient languages. What you should do is get in touch with someone at Ethanael. Besides the main museum, there’s a smaller, private collection devoted to Anconian artifacts-you might find something there to help you, if you could convince someone to let you in to see it...”

Fingers tapped with frustration on the steering wheel as Edwin Montrose’s words echoed in Aisley Montclair’s head. Slowing at a stop sign, she glanced at the passenger seat where her small datapad lay, displaying an image of her father’s leather wristband. Picking it up, she studied the strange black symbols embossed on its surface, frowning in frustration when their meaning continued to elude her.

Flowing and elegant, they looked like nothing she’d ever seen before. Nor anyone else, apparently.

She’d started in the west, taking the image to enumerable ‘experts’, from professors to linguists to museum curators, and gotten a different response about what they could mean each time. After finally running out of leads, she’d had her mother use her contacts to get permission to cross the barrier and continue her search in the still-mysterious east, where she’d been for the last few months with, unfortunately, similar results.

The latest expert had been Dr. Montrose, a white-haired gentleman with an old-world manner who dealt in ‘magical’ artifacts and antiques. She’d been sent to him by a history professor she’d met a few weeks before and had been her latest hope for finding some answers. Instead, after waiting two weeks for him to get back to the country, he’d given her little more than an apologetic shrug and a new direction to look.

She had a new name at least. Cadrian Ethanael.

A car honked impatiently from behind and she moved her foot off the brake to accelerate again while flicking a glance in the rear view mirror at the black sedan on her tail.

She’d never heard of Cadrian Ethanael before-which was odd when a quick bit of research revealed him to be the owner of a family company that spanned the globe and had its fingers in absolutely everything. She could understand not recognizing him if he’d been based solely in the east, but she’d discovered he had just as much of a presence in the west.

The Ethanael’s were the epitome of quiet, old wealth-deliberately keeping out of the limelight while steadily increasing their holdings. While estimates varied on their worth, they were always listed as one of the wealthiest families in the world.

The odd thing was, there were no photographs of them anywhere. She’d found written accounts of them occasionally attending a party, a gallery opening-even an evening with one of the royal families-but not a single image of any of them.  By all written accounts they were attractive, talented, and enormously rich, but lived curiously under the radar.

Something that should be next to impossible in this day and age.  If nothing else, there should be amateur, accidental video of them caught on someone’s phone.  But there was nothing.

She’d found more than a few western articles joking that they were cursed or had made deal with the devil that prevented them from having a reflection.

That wasn’t enough to keep her away, but it did make her wonder how they managed to keep themselves that private.

She also didn’t care if Cadrian Ethanael was the devil himself as long as she had a chance to search through his private collection for any hint of the answers she desperately needed.

She’d quickly learned that getting an opportunity to view the collection-and hopefully talk with any experts who oversaw it-was almost impossible. Requests for appointments, viewings, or even just someone to answer some basic questions had gotten her nowhere. She’d finally decided to take a different approach and sneak her way in when the last distracted employee she’d talked to had mumbled something about only employees were allowed to see the artifacts not on display.

Having left her job as head chef at a high-end resort on the west coast of the island of Morvanne months before, she knew she would have no problem landing the sous chef position she’d spotted advertised for the Ethanael museum’s five-star restaurant in Calladoneia’s capital city, Ravenna.

All she had to do was get an employee badge and then, hopefully, talk her way into the secondary museum that historians like Dr. Montrose knew about but had never seen. She’d talked to enough historians over the last year to know that each one was passionate about their field so she was betting that the curators of Ethanael’s private collection would be the same-and would be anxious to show it off.

A frown gathered on her face when a glance in the rearview mirror showed the same sedan following her on the winding, mountain road and when a small, roadside gas station appeared on the next bend, she impulsively pulled over. The sedan shot past her, continuing down the road with an impatient roar and she breathed out a sigh of relief before easing back onto the road.

She’d been feeling edgy since leaving Dr. Montrose, all because of an encounter with two men who had done absolutely nothing to her, but had made the hair on the back of her neck rise all the same.

During the weeks she’d waited for him to show up for their appointment, she’d made the local rounds of any place that might help her, from regional museums to shops dealing in crystal healing.

It was at a gallery showing that she’d seen the men for the first time. She’d been studying a tapestry that had mild similarities to the designs embossed on her father’s band when an elegant, gray-haired man had slid up next to her nursing a crystal glass of amber liquid.

She’d thought nothing of it when he’d casually struck up a conversation about the tapestry and she’d answered politely even though, while she couldn’t put her finger on it, she’d been distinctly uncomfortable around him.

She learned early that she had a sixth sense for discerning the character of a person-if they were trustworthy or not, telling the truth or lying, a happy soul or one corrupted and dark. She’d never questioned how she knew, but she’d never been wrong before and had learned to trust her instincts. So, when her inner awareness raised a silent alarm, she’d made sure she’d stayed in a crowded area and had looked for a polite way to edge away from him.

His questions, while posed lightly, had gotten increasingly more personal until she’d finally made her excuses more abruptly than she normally would and slipped away-only to notice him watching her while standing next to another man who looked like a younger version of himself.

Odd as the encounter had been, she’d attempted to brush it off and wouldn’t have given it another thought except she saw him at her hotel that night and the younger man had been loitering outside of Montrose’s antiquities shop the day after.

Disturbed by the continued glimpses of the men-even though logic insisted it was all just coincidence-she’d decided to take a roundabout route to Ravenna instead of the faster, direct one she’d originally intended.

That had been six days ago and she still couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being followed. Continued glimpses of a black car always somewhere behind her on the road didn’t soothe her fears any either. Although she knew it had to be an overactive imagination at work, she could swear she'd seen the older man behind the wheel.

Turning off onto the forested road that would wind its way up into the beginning of the Araphan mountains and bring her to the Calladoneia border, she deliberately turned the volume up on the radio in an effort to dissipate the tension creating knots in her stomach.

Smaller side roads broke off from the main one and she knew that most of them led to mammoth cabins, hunting lodges and lake houses tucked away in the trees. A fleeting glimpse of one or two of them had made her eyebrows raise appreciatively before twilight set in, quickly obscuring everything but her headlights on the road and flashes of shadowed trees looming on the roadside.

She’d slept in late that morning, intending to put the car on auto-drive since she knew there was little chance of finding a place to stay the night in the mountain pass but, as tense as she was currently feeling, she was tempted to pull over and start again in the late summer sunshine if she came across a decent looking motel.

No sooner had the thought passed through her mind than the car started shuddering violently and rolled to a slow stop, the engine abruptly dying. A brief, startled laugh escaped as she stared dumbfounded at the dark dashboard before shaking her head and swiping her finger over the ignition pad.

Nothing happened.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

She gave the ignition another hard wipe while reaching over to search a bag with her free hand for the keys. Closing her fingers over them, she impatiently brushed the overhead light to identify the correct one-a thin, metal keycard strip attached to a traditional curved bow at the top. Shoving it into the starter pad slot on the dashboard, she waited hopefully but got nothing but silence.

“Come on! Start! You have gas-I even ran you through the carwash. There is no reason why you shouldn’t be working” she chided but finally tossed the keys back on the passenger seat when it became apparent that there actually was something wrong with the car. Growling under breath, she pulled out her phone and pressed her finger to the screen...only to find it was dead as well.

When the front lights flickered and began to dim, she grimaced but accepted that she had two choices: she could sleep in the car until daylight when hopefully some good Samaritan would drive by or she could get out and find help in one of the houses nearby.

Not liking either choice, she grabbed the vintage floral print backpack she kept with her at all times and fished out a tiny flashlight she’d picked up during her childhood travels before climbing out of the car.

Silence pressed in around her as she stood by the driver’s side and flashed the light around. The opposite side of the car revealed a paved side road disappearing back in the trees-and the faintest hint of light among them. Hoping it was an inhabited house, she hiked one thin strap of the backpack over her shoulder and stepped onto the road.

A sudden snap startled her badly and she spun around, the light jerking back and forth. She didn’t see anything, but that watched feeling was creeping over her spine again and she stepped backward while trying to calm her racing heart.

“Nothing there, Ais. It’s the woods on a mountain. It’s probably nothing more than an animal. Like a...a squirrel. Right. A small, harmless squirrel” she murmured, attempting to reassure herself, “which, you can defend yourself against.”

Flexing her hand as a reminder that she had her power to use against anything that moved against her, she swept the trees one last time with the flashlight before turning and hurrying toward the tiny pinprick of light she prayed was a nice, safe house full of friendly, normal people.

“Aisley....”

An eerie voice whispered out of the darkness just as something brushed her head and she gave a startled scream, her hand thrusting out to send a surge of power outward before her feet picked up into a run. She heard a dull thud and an angry growl behind her but didn’t stop to see what she’d sent flying backward with her mental push.

Branches seemed to reach out and snap along her arms, tangling and ripping her clothing, but she kept going. She wasn’t sure if the voice was her own over-active imagination or not, but she wasn’t taking any chances.

Something brushed against her hair, yanking painfully at her scalp and she cried out, trying to find the mental focus she needed to push whatever was attacking her away but unable to think through the fear pounding in her head.

Her body suddenly slammed into something hard, dislodging whatever had a hold of her hair and she gasped while pain vibrated through her body. Realizing she’d run into a large metal gate, she looked through it to see a huge cabin flooded with welcoming light just a bit further up the drive.

“Help! Please!”

She gave the gate a hard shake before a low hiss behind had her twisting around, her hand flying up in defense. She thought she caught a glimpse of something moving through the trees before she suddenly found herself tumbling backward, the gate abruptly flying open.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


With a startled yelp, she stumbled backward, strong arms catching her before she fell and lifting her effortlessly back to her feet. Grateful they’d opened the gate, she looked up with thanks on her lips and froze. The very air around her seemed to still as it waited, breathless, while she stared, unable to wrap her mind around what she was seeing.

She knew him.

He looked like an ancient warrior. Tall, broad-shouldered, arrestingly handsome. Dark brown hair, exotic sky blue eyes that seemed to glow faintly, a thin gold band rimming the iris. He held himself with a self-assurance that came from being completely confident in who he was and what he could do.

She knew in a single glance that this was a man who went after what he wanted with single-minded determination. He would never stand aside, never give in when he was pursuing a goal and he always, always came out the victor.

A faint hum of power emanated out from him and brushed against her skin like an electrical wave, drawing a sense of awareness. She shivered in response, not just from the sheer power lapping against her but because the breathtaking man currently staring back at her had appeared in her dreams every...single...night of her life.

Her breath caught even as something inside her seemed to shift and settle with a whispering sigh of ‘finally’. For a minute her vision altered, superimposing the man she saw in nightly dreams over the one looking down at her, and for one disorienting moment, wasn’t sure what was real or fantasy.

Blinking, the brief vision disappeared, leaving her feeling off balance-and with the realization that she was staring dumbly up at a stranger after shaking his gate like a madwoman.

Grabbing hold of herself with a hard, mental shake, she sternly reminded herself that the man her mind created in her dreams was not truly a real person, and however...exactly...the man before her resembled him, they were not the same.

Dragging in a ragged breath at the mental reminder, she took a step back and the strangers’ hands fell lightly away from where they’d been holding onto her shoulders, leaving her with an odd sense of loss that had her questioning her sanity.

“Are you...all right?”

Concern darkened his eyes and she raised a hand to rub a spot on her forehead that suddenly ached.

“Yes-no! Sorry. My car broke down at the end of your drive and then when I was walking up here, it felt like someone was-” she broke off, realizing how ridiculous it was to say someone was chasing her when it was most likely just the unfamiliar sounds of the woods pushing her imagination into overdrive.

“Chasing you?”

Aisley hesitating before nodding. “I’m sorry. That sounds ridiculous. I think I just got spooked walking up here. I wondered if I could use your phone to call someone about my car? Mine died.”

Her voice trailed off as she noticed two people standing to the sides of the man who had caught her-a dark-haired man with a stern, closed face and a graceful woman with honey brown hair caught up in a ponytail, her bright green eyes curious, but friendly.

The man in front of her glanced to his side and gave a quick jerk of his head toward the woods. Nodding silently back, the dark-haired man walked down the drive and melted into the darkness.

“Raine will have a look around” he said and Aisley looked back in embarrassment.

“You really don’t have to! I really do think the woods just got to me.”

“He’ll look around just in case. We’ll want to know if there’s a predator hanging around.”

Aisley glanced back at the darkness, wondering if he meant the animal or human kind.

Abruptly, the man reached out, touching the torn fabric on her shoulder and coming away with a smear of blood on his fingers.

“You’re hurt” he stated, his voice like warm, smooth chocolate and Aisley felt a different sort of shiver slide through her.

Twisting her head, she grimaced when she saw the shallow cuts the branches had made across her shoulder and down her arms. “Must have been from some branches I ran into when I was running up here” she confessed, feeling them start to sting now that her adrenaline rush was slowing. He swept the area beyond the gate with a narrow glance before taking her arm and leading her forward.

“Come up to the house and we’ll get it bandaged up. You can make your call up there” he ordered and she got the feeling he was used to giving them-and having them obeyed without question.

They fell into step on either side of her while walking up a curved drive and, while they were strangers, she didn’t feel any of the instinctive threat she had from the men at the gallery. From these two, she felt calmed by their presence, protected, and some of her tension eased, trusting her inner sense that she was safe.

The gate hummed as it started to close and she glanced back, giving a fleeting wonder to who was closing it before it occurred to her that the third man was still out there.

“The gate’s closing. What about your friend-Raine?”

“He knows how to get in” the woman answered dismissively before flashing a cautiously friendly smile at her, “I’m Willow, by the way. Willow Bellator.”

“Aisley Montclair” Aisley introduced herself before looking up at the tall man on her left with deep curiosity.

“This is Cadrian Ethanael. You lucked out by breaking down here tonight-the cabin’s empty a lot” Willow remarked casually and Aisley stumbled with surprise as her mind whirled.

Cadrian Ethanael.  

What were the odds that she’d run into the very man she was racing to find, here, right when she needed him? It seemed too much of a coincidence and yet, there was no way this days’ events could have been planned-she’d only decided to come this way on impulse.

Maybe her luck was finally changing for the better.

Unless, of course, he thought her car had ‘broken’ on purpose so she could arrange an accidental meeting with him. Willow’s comment suddenly took on a darker meaning as she remembered that the Ethanael’s were notoriously reclusive. A strange woman suddenly breaking down at the gate right by a house they didn’t visit very often was sure to raise some suspicion.

Grimacing as that thought flitted across her face, Cadrian’s eyebrow quirked up in inquiry.

“Are you all right?”

It was an echo of the same concern he’d expressed out by the gate and she forced a smile. “Fine. I’m just...tired. I’ve been on the road all day. And yes,” she answered Willow’s comment with a slight smile, “it was lucky. As lucky as it can be breaking down in the middle of the night on a mountain.”

“We’ll get you cleaned up right away. That’ll help” he reassured her and Aisley felt an almost imperceptible movement within her head, as though the barest hint of a breeze were moving sinuously through her thoughts. The feeling was so slight, she wondered if she was imagining it.

She’d experienced a similar feeling when testing her abilities with her siblings-though the feeling had been much stronger and intense-but had never experienced the odd mental touch from anyone else.

A frown marred her forehead as she searched his azure gaze, assuring herself that seconds after meeting her, he couldn’t possibly be inside her head. She’d never met anyone else other than her father and siblings who could read minds. Still, she felt strangely unsettled and automatically strengthened the mental shields her father had taught her to make.

“Where from?”

“Astraika.”

“That is a long drive,” Willow sympathized with a glance at Cadrian and Aisley worried her bottom lip when she caught it. The two of them seemed friendly, but there were definite undertones to that look that reminded her to be on guard.

They mounted a set of wide stone steps leading up to a wrap-around porch and a massive wooden door. Aisley had only a brief impression of river rock and polished wood before Cadrian pushed open the door and waved the two women in before him.

They were met inside by an attractive man with dark blond hair, his brandy eyes equal parts questioning and admiring as they fell on Aisley.

“Everything okay?” he asked casually, leaning against the wall with his head tilted to one side in question.

“Fine. Aisley’s car broke down at the end of the road and she was hurt coming up” Cadrian informed him, shutting the front door.

His body relaxed almost imperceptibly as his eyes became openly flirtatious. “Sorry to hear that. Still, it’s not often a beautiful lady stumbles in. I’ll be happy to help bandage you up” he offered, smiling lazily up at her through thick, dark lashes any woman would kill for, “Kelton Montgomery, at your service”.

“Sadly, you’ll be too busy seeing if Raine found anything outside.”

“Ah, boss! It’s not too often a beautiful woman actually walks up the driveway and you get a chance to be knight to her lady in distress” Kelton protested but Cadrian just looked at him.

Sighing dramatically, Kelton pushed away from the wall and disappeared outside with a woebegone look tossed back at Aisley.

“Don’t take half of what he says seriously, Aisley. Kelton’s a charmer and a flirt, but he’s got a good heart underneath it all” Willow explained with amused affection. “Though, don’t ever tell him I said that.”

“He reminds me of my brothers-they’re the same way. It’s best not to encourage their heads to get any bigger than they are” Aisley responded with an answering smile.

“Exactly.”

“Find Talon and Alexander, Willow, and tell them what’s happened while I get Aisley bandaged up” Cadrian ordered and Willow nodded before heading down the hall with a last, friendly smile at Aisley.

“This way” he directed, motioning toward a polished oak door just off the entry before pushing it open and stepping aside to let her precede him.

Cadrian pushed on the side mirror to expose a medicine cabinet and began taking out bandages and ointments. “Hop up on the counter” he ordered as he wet a washcloth and she pulled herself up, wincing slightly when her skin pulled.

Her breath caught when he eased one of her sleeves up and, as he bent close to examine the cuts, suddenly became aware of how he filled the small space of the bathroom with his presence. She glanced up to find him examining her thoughtfully, his blue gaze seeming to see more than she wanted him to before he focused on carefully wiping away smears of blood.

She flinched as the cloth rasped against her sensitive skin and bit her lip when his fingers brushed gently across several marks to test if they had broken the skin.

“Does it still hurt?” he questioned without looking up and she shrugged, staring down at the thick, dark hair on his head and wondering if it was as soft as it looked.

“It stings like the devil” she admitted as he reached over and picked up the ointment. Squeezing some onto the deeper cuts, he carefully spread it around before reaching for the bandages.

“None of the scratches are very deep, which is good. They should be gone in a couple of days and the ointment should take away the sting” he announced, smoothing the last of the bandages down and tossing the wrappers in the trash.

“Thank you,” she said gratefully, reaching up to straighten one of her sleeves, “You have no idea how much I appreciate your help. You were like my own personal white knight when you opened the gate-though I'm sure you thought I was half-crazy,” she told him with a roll of her eyes and an answering smile lifted his lips.

“Not too crazy. I did let you in, after all."

"True,” she answered with a small laugh, “And I truly am grateful not to be left out in the middle of the woods with a dead car and no way to call for help. I wasn't looking forward to spending the night there."

Unbidden, an image of her father's pale, haggard face came to mind and her laugh faded away. Hopefully, the night’s setback wouldn’t affect her ability to make it in time to Ravenna for her job interview.

She worried her bottom lip and wondered again if it was smarter to hide the interview or be open and hope he didn’t think she’d ‘staged’ her accident and destroy what little chance she had at accessing the museum. Or was this some sign to forget about the job she didn’t really want and take a chance on broaching her request to the man who owned the collection?

She rubbed at the tension headache building behind her eyes, suddenly feeling tired and unsure of what to do.

“Are you in some kind of trouble, Aisley?” Cadrian asked quietly and her head jerked up, startled eyes meeting his serious ones. Once again she felt the light, fluttery movement inside her head and frowned. There was no way that Cadrian could be inside her head, examining every thought and feeling she had.

Unless...he was.

She searched his face, uncertainty flickering inside. Could this be the reason for his family’s amazing success? Could he read minds? Was he reading hers even now-somehow pushing through the shields she’d put up earlier?

“Trouble?” she echoed carefully and he leaned back against the doorjamb, studying her face.

“You seem like you need some help-more than just a broken down car.”

“I-“ she stopped, an almost uncontrollable urge to tell him everything pushing at her. Some instinct told her he could help, but she hesitated, still uncertain about the best course to take.

“You look exhausted. When was the last time you ate?” he asked abruptly, straightening up and she opened her mouth to answer just as her stomach rumbled. One side of his mouth quirked before he held out a hand. “Why don’t we get some food in you and then we can talk. See what we can do to help” he suggested and she hesitated, the oddest feeling of standing on a precipice sweeping through her.

As though this moment had been a long time coming and this first, deliberate touch would change everything.

Her gaze flickered down to the strong, callused hand held out to her- the hand of a working man or a warrior who knew his strengths. It definitely wasn’t the hand of someone who wielded nothing more lethal than a pen and she wondered where he’d gotten the thick swordsman wrists, the workman’s grip.

Nodding slowly, she reached out and slid her hand into his. Immediately a visible spark of energy crackled between them and she jerked, eyes wide. Cadrian seemed oddly unsurprised, as though he’d expected the reaction.

They stared at each other silently and Aisley felt the attraction flare between them with a quick, vibrant burst. Her teeth caught her bottom lip and he followed the motion with eyes that had darkened. He swayed almost imperceptibly closer and her heartbeat kicked up in anticipation when his head dipped slightly.

She leaned the tiniest bit forward, drawn toward him in some fathomless way before he abruptly straightened and moved back, cool air and disappointment swirling around her. In response, she pulled her hand out of his grasp, feeling unsettled and confused.

What exactly was happening here? Even using the excuse of fear and relief at finding a safe harbor didn't excuse her almost kissing a man she'd met bare minutes before. It didn’t matter that after years of dreams, she felt like she knew him-the reality was he was a complete stranger-and she’d be smart to remember that.

“Dinner?” he reminded her gently and she nodded automatically before hopping down, her legs shaky and weak for a second.

He stepped back to let her proceed him out of the room and then led her toward the kitchen, passing an enormous family room decorated in navy plaid, polished woods and a state-of-the-art electronics setup. Lounging on the long, leather sofas that curved along the length of the room were Kelton and two other men she didn't recognize but guessed were the Alexander and Talon that Cadrian had sent Willow after earlier.

All three men tore their attention away from the game projected on a datascreen large enough to suit a small theater and sent intensely curious looks her way. One of them-dark haired and beautiful with eyes like the brightest aquamarine ocean-bounced between her and Cadrian with what could only be called a mischievous interest.

“Soooo? Who’s our new guest?”

Cadrian shot him a quelling look that didn’t dampen his expression at all. “This is Aisley. That’s Talon,” he nodded a chin at the tall blond who exuded calm competence, “and Alexander-he’s trouble so watch yourself.”

Aisley slanted a look sideways at Cadrian with a small twitch of her lips. “More trouble than Kelton?”

One side of his mouth lifted briefly as the other two gave sounds of protest and Cadrian’s face softened with amusement. “They cause trouble in different ways.”

“I never deliberately cause trouble!” Alexander protested with a hand over his heart and a wounded expression on his face-though the twinkle in his eye belied any real upset. Aisley had a feeling that Alexander was really just a little boy in a man’s body who enjoyed poking at others just for the fun of it-but never with any real malice.

A snort from the doorway turned her attention as Willow stepped in and walked over to flop down on one of the couches. “Trouble is your middle name. Your mother once told me she thought she should have spanked you more as a child.”

“My mother adores me. She thinks I’m a golden child.”

Talon gave his own snort as he picked up a glass and took a drink. “Sadly, that’s probably true.”

“So, Aisley, since I’m the only one who seems able to focus-what brings you to our neck of the woods?” Alexander persisted and Aisley caught a hint of velvet-wrapped steel hidden within his tone, making her wonder if the light charm was more of an act.

“My car broke down and my phone died so I was hoping to call someone.”

“Ah. That would be annoying” Kelton piped up and she frowned.

“Yeah, it was weird.  It just...went dead all of a sudden. I’ve only had it for a few weeks, but it’s been really dependable so far. At least it was, until tonight.”

There was a moment of silence as everyone’s eyes suddenly sharpened and she wondered what it was she’d said to make tension fill the room.

“Unfortunately calling is a bit of a problem.”

“Why? You don’t have service up here?”

“No, we do. But it’s ten o’clock, the nearest town is forty-five minutes away and consists of a single street. The entire town closes at five. You won’t be able to get anyone up here until tomorrow morning.”

Her stomach dropped as she realized he was right-and that she was looking at sleeping in the car after all. “There’s not an emergency service or anything?”

“Ye-“Talon abruptly broke off to look quickly up at Cadrian before continuing, “we’re pretty remote up here-the service only runs during the day” he finished smoothly.

“Great,” she sighed, “well, if I leave you all my information, could I get you to call for me tomorrow morning?”

“No need. You’ll stay here tonight and call yourself. We have plenty of extra rooms” Cadrian announced matter-of-factly and Aisley wondered at the unreadable looks the others were narrowing on him.

“No, I couldn’t impose. I-“

“You’re not imposing. It’s late and I’m not going to let a lone woman sleep in a cold car in the middle of the woods when we have a perfectly good guest room. You’re staying” he ordered and she opened her mouth to argue before pausing. While she didn’t really appreciate the autocratic way he’d announced what she was ‘going’ to do-she also didn’t relish going back out into the dark when she was already spooked.

On the other hand-she had no idea who these people really were and it wasn’t the smartest thing in the world to spend the night among strangers. They were nice strangers who had been nothing but courteous to her and her ability to read people’s intentions wasn’t sounding off any alarms. Still...was she safer in the car in the middle of the woods or sleeping in a house with people she knew nothing about?

“Obviously, it’s safer here than in your car,” her eyes flew to his face when he once again seemed to echo what was going on in her head, “but I can understand your hesitation when you don’t know us. I own a company called Ethanael and as part of it, I have a security division that everyone you’ve met works in. Raine, Talon, and Kelton are passing through while on assignment, Willow is on a mini-vacation and Alexander...why are you here, exactly?”

He grinned impishly up at them. “I felt like Willow was missing me and came to spend some quality time with her.”

Willow grunted and threw a pillow at him, which he caught mid-air with one hand before blowing her a kiss. “What I’d really like is some quality ‘alone time’” she responded drily, “but that’s apparently going to remain a dream.”

Alexander just smirked unrepentantly at her while Cadrian gave a heavy sigh beside Aisley.

“Let’s go into the kitchen and discuss things.”

A touch at the small of her back and Cadrian herded her out of the room and into an expansive, fully equipped kitchen, leaving behind the good-natured teasing being tossed back and forth.

Despite her misgivings, she couldn’t stop the small sigh of longing when she took the room in, remembering a similar kitchen she’d been in charge of just a few months before. Who knew when she’d be slipping on her chef’s uniform again and creating dishes designed to make the mouth water?

Deliberately pushing aside the wistful thought, she slipped up onto one of the eight barstools lining the island and watched as Cadrian pulled some bowls out of the fridge and set them on the counter.

“Chicken pasta and broccoli salad okay?”

She nodded gratefully and moments later dug eagerly in, suddenly ravenous now that she had food in front of her. Cadrian poured them both a drink before leaning casually back against the opposite counter to study her as she ate. After appeasing the worst of her hunger, she set her fork carefully down and smiled hesitantly at him.

“Thank you. For everything,” she gave a sudden short burst of laughter and he raised an eyebrow in question, “I seem to be saying that over and over like a broken record. Though I really am...thankful.”

He inclined his head before raising a glass toward her plate. “Eat up.”

She laughed again. “You like giving orders, don’t you?”

“Occupational hazard.”

“You order and they hop to do your bidding?”

“Something like that. Though to be truly honest, there’s usually some whining and arguing tucked in there,” he paused as a half-smile tugged at his lips and her breath caught once again at his beauty, “though I won’t take any arguing in this case-it only makes sense for you to stay the night here.”

She took a deep breath before reluctantly nodding. “It goes against every warning I’ve ever been given about strangers, but...I really, really don’t want to spend the night out in the woods. I was already imagining murderers with bloody axes chasing after me when I ran up here” she admitted with a self-deprecating laugh.

“Well, most likely the axe-wielding murderer was your imagination, but I promise that you are perfectly safe here” he promised, his gaze catching hers with an intensity that gave weight to his words.

A smile lifted her lips in response. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll send someone out to get your things from the car and bring them up” he offered and, while she knew she should protest that she could do it...she still felt itchy, like there really was someone waiting out there for her to step back into the darkness.

She nodded before digging into her pocket for the keys. Setting them on the counter next to her, she worried her bottom lip as she considered that the car repair might not be an easy fix-especially if it wasn’t even looked at until the next day. If it was something serious, she could
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