
[image: ]



BURNING
 DARKNESS

JAIME RUSH

[image: logo]





To my wonderful fans, who make it all possible.

To Kyle Kollarek, just ’cuz.





Contents

Cover


Title Page


To My Readers


 

Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


 

Acknowledgments


Here’s a sneak peek


 

By Jaime Rush


Copyright


About the Publisher






To My Readers:

If you’ve read my previous books, welcome back to the Offspring series! If you’re picking up one of my books for the first time, this is the fourth book in the pulse-pounding series that started with A Perfect Darkness and continued with Out of the Darkness and Touching Darkness. Fear not! You’ll get caught right up with what’s going on, like jumping on a moving train. This book isn’t directly tied into the story arc of the first three books. And I predict that you’ll want to go back and read the rest of the books so you can experience all the excitement you’ve missed.

Cheers,

Jaime Rush






Chapter 1



Fonda Raine stepped out of the back end of a month in hell a hardened warrior, ready to undertake the most important task of her life: kill Eric Aruda. She knew she wasn’t worthy of taking another breath if she didn’t wipe that son of a bitch off the surface of the earth.

Everything in her D.C. suburb looked so much fresher and cleaner since the last time she’d been there. Or maybe it was her mind that was clearer, now that she’d buried her grief and anger beneath a huge mound of determination. She paused on the sidewalk and breathed in air teased with the scent of baking pizza crusts. She soaked in the clarity of the streetlights, the crispness of the music drifting from a jazz bar. Even the homeless seemed less bedraggled. She sought out one homeless man in his usual spot at the entrance of the alley past Sal’s Pizza Joint.

“Hey, George.”

A big smile broke out on his face, his teeth white against his dark skin. He’d obviously been using the toothpaste she’d given him.

“It’s the Cinnamon girl. Wondered where you’ve been.”

They’d met six months ago. She’d eaten only half her Italian sub and had searched for someone to give the other half to. The guilt of throwing away a perfectly good sandwich when there were people starving on the streets ... unthinkable. There had been George with his warm eyes and surprised smile that someone was looking at him. He’d confided that the hardest thing for him was feeling invisible.

She crouched down to his level. He’d never explained why he called her the Cinnamon girl, but she guessed it was a good thing. “Had some business to take care of. You got the stuff I sent?”

“Yeah. Been a long time since I got a care package. You’re a sweet girl.”

“Not really, George.” She took a quick breath. “Maybe I’m a killer.”

He looked into her eyes and shook his head. “You’re no killer. Don’t have the eyes of a killer.”

She stood, not wanting to believe that. She had to be a killer. “You warm enough?” The odd cool snap in July made it feel like a fall evening.

He nodded toward the old army jacket he wore. “I’m jus’ fine. You look tired. You takin’ care of yourself?”

She handed him some folded bills. “I’m okay. Here, buy yourself some dinner. I’ll see you around.” Maybe.

One habit she’d never shaken from her years growing up was checking her surroundings. Her gaze scanned automatically and connected with a man in a long beige coat. Her heart thudded heavily in her chest. Hadn’t she seen him, like, blocks away? Three turns ago, at least, which meant he’d kept pace with her...

Fear prickled across her skin. Heat flamed her cheeks, adrenaline shot through her body like arcs of electricity. How long since she’d felt like this? Scared. Geared to fight. Alive.

Yeah, alive, but maybe not for long.

She reached beneath her oversized sweater and slid her fingers across her switchblade. Her brief glance shouldn’t have given away that she’d noticed him. Wouldn’t it figure? Spend a month in a low-income area with a crack house a block away and no problems. Come back to her relatively safe neighborhood and get stalked.

It had been three months since she lived in her apartment, but she remembered the shortcuts. She maintained her casual pace, pretending to look in the shop windows at an angle where she could see the man. He remained a certain distance from her, pausing to look at a darkened window. Yeah, he was definitely watching her.

Come on, you sleaze bag. You think you can, what, jack me up? That because I’m five-foot-two I’m weak and helpless? Don’t mess with me. I bite.

Her internal diatribe bolstered her confidence, but she wasn’t going to stand him down if she didn’t need to. Best course of action: give him the slip. She had a knife, but if he had a gun, gun trumped knife every time. She’d seen firsthand what a gun could do.

She continued on, forcing herself to keep her pace when she wanted to sprint. Dammit, if her heart would stop racing, she could breathe so much better. If her knees weren’t wobbly, she could walk in her vintage clogs.

She turned the corner, kicked off her shoes and ran. The alley on the right led between two brick buildings and took another sharp left. Her feet pounded on the concrete and God knew what else. She scooped up a bottle as she ran, tossing it to the left, and slid between the brick wall and a Dumpster. She mouth-breathed, so she wouldn’t gag on the smell of rotten food.

He entered the alley in a fast walk, still trying to maintain the look of someone not hunting down someone else. He headed around the corner where he’d heard the bottle fall, and she raced back the way she’d come, staying close to the wall. Emerging on the street, she scooped up her clogs and ran to her apartment building.

Her fingers fumbled with the key to the entrance door. She closed it behind her, making sure it clicked, and ran to the stairs. Elevators gave her the creeps: a small box where someone could corner you. Or press a button to a vacant floor and pull you out. It didn’t matter that there weren’t any vacant floors in her building. Old habits, old fears...

But I gave him the slip.

She blasted into her apartment and slammed the door shut behind her. Snapped the two dead bolts. The air was musty. She went right to the bathroom and started the shower, not brave enough yet to look at her feet. Her clothes piled on the floor, clogs next to them. The switchblade fell with a thud on the tile. She stepped into the flow of water even though it wasn’t warm.

“Nobody scares me. Nobody can touch me.”

Her words echoed in the small room, sounding loud and hollow.

She tried again, deepening her voice. “I’m not afraid of anyone. I am not afraid. I’m not ...”

Her body shook, and she slid down the wall to crouch in the tub. The words wouldn’t come, but the fear did. She fought it, denied it, but it roared through her and devoured her courage.

Fine, let it come, she thought. Let it come now, because when I go after Eric, there won’t be any room for it.

Fonda lifted her head and looked at the clock on her nightstand: two in the morning. It’s time. She sat up, her heart thrumming. Eric Aruda had taken everything from her: her job, her sense of importance, and her lover. He had destroyed her life, and she’d never even met him. Hopefully she could kill him without coming face-to-face with him. For revenge, yes. For her self-worth. Reason enough, but she had another, higher reason: for her country.

But could she do it?

You’re no killer.

“Yes, I am.”

Death was no big deal. She’d always told herself she could kill if another creep tried to force himself on her. She’d seen two people gunned down and one person die from an overdose right in front of her. Death was a by-product of life. She was tough, more than tough. She could kill Eric.

She would have bought She Wants Revenge’s CD for the band’s name alone, but the song, “Tear You Apart” fit her mood perfectly. She put that track on repeat, grabbed the shears from the kitchen drawer and returned to the bathroom. She mouthed the lyrics she’d memorized as she stared at the mirror, a ragged breath coming out of her mouth. “It’s wartime.”

Her blond hair curled up just past her shoulders, giving her a soft look. Time to become a warrior, like she had when she was thirteen and her father’s drug buddies began to see that the sulky girl was becoming a woman. She’d chopped off her long hair and camouflaged her body in oversized clothing.

She’d been entranced by Helen Slater in the movie, The Legend of Billie Jean. Billie Jean had cut her hair super short as she prepared for war in a beachside town.

Hanks of white-blond hair rained down in the sink. She searched the cabinet beneath the sink and pulled out a box of hair dye. An hour later she had her “war paint,” a dark pink streak on her right side. Her fingers sifted through her locks, still longish in front and short in back. She gave her reflection a hard smile.

“Time to kick Aruda ass.”

She reclined on her bed and got into the meditative state she’d taught herself to sink into at fifteen, when escaping her surroundings became necessary for her sanity.

The memory of the picture of Eric that used to be on the “Targets” bulletin board filled her mind. Her soul lifted out of her body. She loved the weightlessness of this state, the freedom. The humming sound started here, pleasant but pervasive.

All around her, clouds swirled like a gentle tornado, sweeping her through the ethers. She had learned to go along for the ride, keeping her mind clear. The humming turned into a loud buzzing that hurt her ears and vibrated right through her. When she couldn’t stand it anymore, the sound faded, the clouds cleared, and she stood in a bedroom.

A light on the nightstand lit the small room. She scanned her surroundings. Eric was stretched out on the bed, his head propped up slightly on the pillow. Her heart sprang to her throat. His eyes were open and staring right at her! She retained her overall appearance when she projected, though it was diaphanous in nature. If he saw her, he’d probably know who she was and that she was targeting him. She was about to return to her physical body but stopped. He hadn’t reacted. His stare was ... blank. Was he dead?

She shifted her gaze down to a chest dusted in golden hairs; it rose and fell evenly. Breathing. Her gaze continued down, following the line of smooth hairs that pointed lower. She swallowed. He was lying on top of the rumpled sheets naked. She forced her gaze farther down to his legs, then back up to his chest. If she had a twin sister, they could both recline on top of him without falling off. His body was absolutely magnificent.

Who cares? Who freaking cares! That body is going to be lifeless. Dead!

But her body wasn’t lifeless. She felt her astral body stir. Self-hatred cut into her like jagged bits of glass.

You worthless bitch. This man killed Jerryl, and here you stand feeling ... aroused. Slut! Whore!

She shoved her gaze back to Eric’s face. Even slack, his expression retained a hardness. His icy blue eyes were glazed. Bloodshot. He was in some kind of catatonic state. Maybe drunk.

His questionable state made it tricky. What if he was aware of her and pretending to be out of it until she made a move? Not that he could hurt her, but if he saw her, she would lose the element of surprise. Getting to him would be a lot harder.

She studied him. His breathing didn’t change. His hand was splayed across his ridged stomach, long fingers flexing involuntarily.

With a groan, he shifted to his side, the white skin on his hip translucent in the light. A large tattoo adorned his biceps, a blue eye with slashes in the iris. Okay, he definitely wasn’t cognizant. He wouldn’t put himself in a vulnerable position where he couldn’t see her. She advanced on him and stopped beside his bed, tensed for any sudden movement. After several minutes, she relaxed.

Once, she and Jerryl had a lot of fun practicing her ability to touch objects at the target location. She would astral project into his bedroom and wake him in intimate ways.

Her heart ached, but she pushed the thought away. Focus. Grief will weaken you.

Though she was good at projecting, she was like an astronaut in a space suit when it came to manipulating physical objects. Even with practice, her movements were clumsy and unwieldy, but she’d learned to lift larger objects. She searched the small room for something she could use as a weapon. The walls were covered in oil paintings, and every piece depicted either a couple in a provocative position or a naked woman in a sensual pose, all by the same artist. The one of a female angel, a man kneeling before her, grabbed her heart. Was he begging for redemption? She tore away and kept searching.

The lamp on the nightstand had sharp edges at the base. If she could smash it down on his temple, she might render him unconscious. Then she could keep bashing until he was dead.

She concentrated and grabbed the lamp. She might as well be wearing boxing gloves. It tipped. No, don’t fall! She swung her ghostlike hand to keep it from toppling. She couldn’t feel the cold brass, only a dense energy. She pushed it back, and it settled on the surface. Eric didn’t move.

Damn. Now what?

Frustration swamped her.

Don’t give up. I could try to strangle him.

The light gilded the coarse hairs on legs thick as pilings. His chest was deep, and she could see the faint indent of ribs beneath the pale skin on his side. Big, strong ... cruel murderer. She leaned toward him, flexing her astral fingers.

Eric rolled onto his back and looked right at her. His eyes focused. She held her breath, so frozen she couldn’t leave.

He propped himself up on his elbows. “Great. Now I’m friggin’ hallucinating.” His voice was slurred.

He closed his eyes and opened them again. “Still there.” He closed them for another few seconds and reopened them. His smile surprised her. “Maybe something good’ll come of sleep deprivation.” He reached out to her. “Come here, beautiful, and gimme some love.”

Sleep deprivation. That was why he seemed out of it. So he wasn’t totally awake, but he wasn’t asleep either. Her gaze slid down to his penis, which was now fully engorged. He wanted her.

Again, her body stirred. Stop that! It was Jerryl’s fault, in a way. For years she had associated sex with lewdness, fear, force, and just plain depravity. Jerryl had awakened the sexuality she’d stuffed deep down inside her. For a month she and Jerryl had crazy, hard, wild sex at least once a day, and her body now craved it.

The last person on earth she wanted to have sex with was Eric Aruda. Unfortunately her body wasn’t on board with that idea.

His eyes drifted shut, his hand lying on the bed stretched out toward her. She had to get out of there, think of another way to get to him.

Wait. She could use this. She might not be able to kill him psychically. So she would have to do it physically. The plan clicked into place. Eric was obviously hungry for sex. Could she seduce him, maybe plant an idea in his mind to meet her somewhere? When he showed up, she would have to play dumb. She couldn’t admit she was the one he was seeing in his sort-of dreams, after all. No, she’d pretend she was just at the same place, wanting the same thing he did. Lure him to a cheap hotel room, drug him and tie him to the bed so he couldn’t use his strength or his deadly ability. She knew he was deadly. He’d torched two CIA agents and shot another one.

But she wanted him to know why she was killing him. Needed him to know. So she’d wait until he started coming out of it. The hard part would be pushing back her hatred enough to seduce him.

Spies had to do shit like this. Mata Hari or whatever her name was, I think she slept with the enemy. For those moments forget who he is, what he’s done. Use your hunger. Focus on the physical aspect of his body. The hate can come when you’re driving a knife into him.

She reached out and touched his arm, and he opened his eyes again. Her fingers slid down his forearm. Like when she’d touched Jerryl, Eric’s energy was so thick and hot, it was almost like touching his skin. She forced a smile, sly and coy. “Hi, sexy.” She leaned closer and pressed her lips against his neck.

“This isn’t real.” His words were a half groan.

Her hand slid over his chest and across his stomach. “But doesn’t it feel good?”

His answer was another groan, and he tilted his head back and closed his eyes in pleasure. She knew he could feel her, her touch as soft as cashmere, with the same heat she felt from him.

She closed her eyes for a moment, reliving how it felt with Jerryl, wishing it were him. She hadn’t thought she would ever feel this again. The heat, the intensity, only came with touching another person like her. During training, she had touched someone without psychic abilities and felt no heat.

Eric was ... well, he was big. Everywhere. She teased all around his erection, running her fingers over his inner thighs and then up to the pale skin of his pelvis. He was tensed, making every muscle stand out, sculpting his body like one of those statues she’d seen in pictures.

He reached out again, and his hand went through her ethereal body. “My ... imagination,” he whispered, a shadow of agony on his expression.

“Maybe,” she said, giving him her coy smile again.

“Who ... are ... you?”

She liked that he couldn’t catch his breath as she moved her hands over his body. “Call me whatever you’d like.”

He laughed, soft and husky. “This has got to be a dream, which means I’m finally asleep. Thank God.” He looked up at her. “I’ll call you Tawny. Come here, Tawny. I want you to sit on me. I’m going to grind into you and suck you raw.”

The words stirred her. Yes, raw. She leaned down, as though to do much more than just place a kiss on his stomach. She bet his skin was soft and that those fine golden hairs would tickle her lips, and if she impaled herself on his massive erection and drove her fingernails into his shoulders when she came...

Shock and disgust threw her out of her mission. She blinked to find herself back in her own bed, covered in a fine sheen of perspiration. Her breath came in shallow pants. The worst, the absolutely worst part was the throbbing between her legs.

She got to her knees and smacked her forehead against the wall. “Whore! Slut!” Her body had responded to her enemy’s. She was weak, a traitor. “Piece of trash.”

Those were her stepmother’s words, echoing in her brain as they often did. She deserved every one of them. Back then, no. Now ... yes.

With her forehead pressed against the wall, she banged her fists on either side of her head. Big, gulping breaths kept away her fury and tears. She sagged back onto the bed. Fatigue came from the tension that it took to keep that fine, tenuous thread between body and soul. When her soul thrust back into her body, the rush of energy was the final, exhausting straw.

“I will do this. I’ll kill him even if I have to die trying.”

Eric blinked as the sexy nymph disappeared. He propped himself up on his elbows and looked around. Was he dreaming? He felt as awake as he’d been for the last many days. He even pinched himself and felt the pain of it. Damn. Awake. Bleary-eyed, rubber-brained, but awake, and with a junior-high boner. He dropped back on the bed.

“Hell. I am hallucinating.”

This wasn’t good. How many steps away from insanity? First, visions of naked women because it had been way too long since he’d had sex. Then what? Would he see the enemy sneaking in with guns and kill them, only to discover he’d killed his friends?

Psychosis.

The warning Eric had gotten echoed in his head. Another one of their kind had suffered from sleeplessness right before he went whacked and killed his mother. Eric hadn’t slept since he’d burned Jerryl. Overuse of their abilities could push them over the edge.

He had rushed headlong into dangerous situations. He’d faced death. Never had he felt afraid. What the sleeplessness and hallucinations meant ... the prospect scared the hell out of him.






Chapter 2



An urgent knock on her door shot Fonda out of bed. She had the trippy mental picture of Eric standing there.

Who the hell is it?

It was seven-thirty in the morning. Even during decent hours, she rarely had visitors. She let no one into her life, so there wasn’t a chance that it was some friend in need. Maybe a neighbor, like that elderly lady who had given her a wary smile when she offered to carry up the woman’s groceries once.

She grabbed her switchblade and peered through the door’s peephole to see a man she didn’t recognize. Wait a minute. She did recognize him! The man who’d been following her last night. Holy crap, how had he found her?

“What do you want?” she called out, hoping he couldn’t hear the tremble in her voice.

“Fonda Raine?” He knew her name. Stalker? Crazed rapist?

“Who wants to know?”

“Agent Westerfield with the FBI. I’m here to ask you about your work with Gerard Darkwell.”

That threw her. She tried to get a better look at him. His long coat was draped over his arm. He wore a simple suit, hair brushed back in a neat style, posture straight and businesslike, sort of Fox Mulderish, she supposed. She’d had a ginormous crush on David Duchovny in the X-Files days. He believed in monsters and psychic abilities, in oddities like her. The man at her door was handsome, but he was no Fox.

“Hold on a minute.”

She ran to the bathroom, grabbed the switchblade from the floor, and pressed it behind her back as she opened the door a crack. “Your ID?”

He showed her a badge that looked authentic, but how could you really know? He was probably in his late forties, his brown hair streaked with silver. He glanced in both directions before saying, “The FBI is studying the unusual project in which you were involved. With the fire, some of the data is lost. I need you to fill in the gaps.”

She didn’t want to go back there. Only look ahead, not back. But the words came out: “Will the FBI continue the project?”

“Possibly.”

Darkwell, a muckety-muck at the CIA, had tapped her for a top-secret government program. She, a nobody from the projects, doing important work. For the first time in her life, she had felt important. And the money had been great, enough to give her a cushion of security she’d never had.

“Come in.” She opened the door and gestured for him to sit in the bright yellow vinyl chair, a relic from the sixties. “It’s a rocker,” she warned as he eyed it dubiously. “Or you can have the bubble chair.”

He cleared his throat. “This is fine.”

She loved things from the past. Life seemed safer then, more innocent. She tucked the switchblade beneath her leg as she sat on the arm of the couch.

He settled into the chair, steadying it, and then looked at her. “We’ve been trying to track you down since the fire at Darkwell’s estate.”

The fire Eric Aruda had no doubt set, which destroyed the mansion where she’d been living and working, and that killed Darkwell. “I spent some time with my father.” Sounded so nice and heartwarming, going home for support. “What do you want to know?”

He held up a digital recorder. “May I? I want to get the details right.” He flipped it on and held it in his hand. “Tell me about your work with Darkwell. I know it was of a supernatural nature.”

“We considered it paranormal. How much do you know?”

His mouth twitched, but he kept his expression passive. “To be honest, not much.” He paused, maybe giving her a chance to start rattling away, which she didn’t. “Let’s start with you. You obviously have a super-paranormal ability that Darkwell considered valuable.”

“I can astral project.” It had been so odd to hear Darkwell casually put into words what she had hidden for so long.

Westerfield gave no indication of what he thought. “You and the two other contractors were using your abilities to do what, exactly?”

“Find and kill terrorists. It was supposed to be ones in the Middle East, but a local group called the Rogues were trying to sabotage the program, so we were mostly targeting them. They also have abilities.”

Finally something made him react. His light gray eyes glittered with interest. “Tell me everything you know about them.”

She did, ending with, “They’re dangerous. Will you kill them? That’s what Darkwell was trying to do.”

Instead of answering, he verified the spelling of the names he’d written down. “Just before the fire that destroyed the house there was another fire that killed one of Darkwell’s contractors.”

A gasp escaped her throat. “Jerryl Evrard,” she whispered. Say it without emotion. The horror had spliced her open and let her deepest fears and feelings bleed out. “Eric Aruda psychically set Jerryl on fire.”

While we were making love.

Those horrible moments came roaring back: Jerryl’s scream, the eruption of flames, the ungodly smell of burning flesh. She had been right there, dammit, and couldn’t help him. She tried to smother the flames with a blanket, but it had done nothing. She still had nightmares, still heard his screams of agony, and worse, the silence of death. She had lived, and he had died.

Even that didn’t shock Westerfield. He took it in as though she’d told him about a summer storm, impassively jotting something down. “There was a prisoner at the estate named Sayre Andrus. What do you know about him?”

“I knew there was some guy locked in the attic, under guard, but that’s about all. He might have died in the fire. I heard they found two bodies in the rubble.”

He gauged her every word, her expression, or at least it seemed that way. She felt that power of being important again.

The chair wobbled as he shifted, and he planted his foot to steady it. “You were not at the estate when the fire broke out?”

“Darkwell told me to go home, that he suspected there might be trouble from the Rogues.” She’d been angry that he didn’t think she could handle it or help. Maybe she could have taken out one of them. Maybe she could have killed Eric.

“What did Darkwell tell you about your abilities? About how you came to have them?”

“He said I inherited my ability from my mother.”

“That’s all he told you?”

“What else is there to know?”

He stood. “Thank you, Ms. Raine. I don’t have to tell you that this subject remains highly classified and should not be discussed with anyone. I trust you haven’t.”

She shook her head, coming to her feet, too, gripping the switchblade behind her back. “Who would believe me?”

His mouth betrayed a trace of a smile. “True.”

“Do you believe me?”

“We’ll be in touch.”

She watched him walk to a black sedan parked out at the curb and get in, though the car remained in its spot for several minutes. Did she want to work for the government again? She couldn’t think about that right now. She couldn’t think of anything but her mission. Revenge kept her going, a gnawing hunger that filled her being. She was afraid that after Eric was dead, she would have a big, gaping hole inside her. Maybe a new top-secret mission would fill that hole.

Her phone rang. She walked over to the red acrylic telephone stand but let the machine pick up.

“Hey ... hon. It’s your dad. I see your stuff is gone, so I’m figuring you went home. That’s okay,” he hurried on to say. “Could you give me a call and let me know you’re all right?” A pause, then a nervous laugh. “I guess I got a taste of how it was living with me all those years ... like living with a zombie. One day I’d like to ... well, I can’t make it up to you. But I’d like to try. Funny how it’s easier to say this to a machine than it would have been when you were here.” Another pause. “Okay, I’ll talk to you soon.”

Her fingers gripped the phone but she couldn’t pick it up. She had never said a thing about why she’d shown up at his house with a duffel bag and a request to stay for a few days, which ended up being a few weeks. He’d never asked.

“As long as Connie’s in the picture, you’ll never make it up to me,” she said to the phone. “She’ll be out of jail soon, and you’ll go back to using. I can’t lose my dad again. I’ve lost too much already.”

The man posing as John Westerfield closed the car door and dialed his brother. He knew Malcolm would be in a private place awaiting his call.

“It’s Neil. Darkwell was doing exactly what we suspected. He recreated the program with the offspring of the original program.”

He could feel Malcolm’s fury pulsing in the silence but knew restraint would overcome it. After all, restraint had been bred into them from birth.

“Why didn’t he come to me?” he said at last, a rhetorical question, but Neil answered anyway.

“He knew you would shut him down. You have a lot more to lose now if this gets out. The seven offspring Darkwell called Rogues are a big problem. She gave me a rundown of their abilities. Eric Aruda is the most dangerous. I’ll fill you in on the details later.”

“Seven. Seven people who know about Darkwell. Possibly about their origins. It’s messy. I don’t like it.”

Neil stroked the vehicle’s shifter. “Messy but manageable. Remember what I did last time. I was brilliant, if I don’t say so myself.”

Malcolm released a breath, possibly of relief. “Yes, it did work out well. But they weren’t expecting it. These people are. They all have to go. Start with Fonda, as she’ll be the easiest to dispatch. Target Eric next.”

“Now? She’s still in her apartment, so small, my fingers could go around her neck twice.”

“You’re salivating, aren’t you?”

Neil swallowed. “It’s been a long time since I’ve killed someone. I’m so ready.”

“Not now. Someone might have seen you or there could be cameras. We have to be careful. Everything we’ve worked for is at stake. She’s bound to go someplace where you can take her out neatly and quickly. Make it look like a simple mugging, nothing weird that will pique a medical examiner’s interest or show up as an oddity in the news.” He let those words settle for a moment like dust. “Then you can work on finding the rest of them. You’ll get to kill plenty. That should keep you happy for a while.”

As though he could be placated like a demanding child. Neil disconnected.

They had been raised to eschew emotions and follow rigid rules, but the world had infected them with its emotions. They were everywhere, filling the air with their intoxicating scents. He breathed them in, made them his own: jealousy, rage, bitterness. How unfair that his brother should still impose rules on him. To preserve Malcolm’s career, he had curtailed himself. Now he was being given permission to kill, but with limitations. There was another emotion he had assimilated: anger.

Maybe he wouldn’t take Fonda out quickly. He could take her to the lab. Like Darkwell had experimented with people with enhanced psychic abilities long ago, though he himself would work with Fonda for fun.

Neil pulled away from the curb and into the flow of traffic. People hurried about their business, unaware of the magnificence in their midst. Hunger and lust filled him, sharpened by anger. He stopped at a red light and watched a man crossing the street with a group of pedestrians. Another drone. A drone that reminded him of his own role here ... a drone in his brother’s hive.

Neil reached toward the man, feeling the power surge inside him. He imagined his hand thrusting into the man’s chest, the soft squishiness of his heart pumping in his palm. He squeezed. The man grasped his chest and dropped to the ground, his face a mask of agony. A shame to use his powers in such a hidden way. Much more exciting would be to make his heart explode right out of his chest, splattering blood all over the people around him. So spectacular. Too weird.

Someone knelt by the man and checked his pulse. Neil kept squeezing. A horn blasted behind him. Impatience. Annoyance. Traffic did not stop just because a man was dying. The driver behind him gestured for him to go.

Neil looked at the drone, sprawled out on the asphalt, no longer moving. Fonda Raine would soon be the same.

***

Eric flopped down in bed, but his eyes were open, his brain wired awake. Why couldn’t he sleep?

Too much on your mind, that’s all.

But there wasn’t that much going on. After a month and a half of hell, no one was trying to kill him and the people he cared about. The damned thing of it was, he couldn’t even enjoy it.

Eric opened his nightstand drawer and took out a Ho Ho. As his teeth sank into the chocolate cake, his mind went to his current task: find Sayre Andrus. Without Darkwell’s directive to kill the Rogues, Sayre had been happy to menace them for personal pleasure. So far Sayre had thwarted their efforts to find him.

He would find Sayre, torch him, and then stop using his pyrokinesis unless absolutely necessary. He no longer had the taste for watching the flames. Yes, he’d felt victory when he sent Jerryl to his fiery hell, but something had changed, erasing that sensuous pull of destruction. He had inadvertently caused two sort-of innocent people to die. He wasn’t even pissed that he hadn’t been the one to kill Darkwell.

At least he’d had a sweet hallucination. More like a succubus, seducing him and then torturing him with an unresolved hard-on. He looked at the Thomas Rut paintings that adorned his walls, his one luxury. He half expected one of those women to step out of the painting and start talking to him.

Eric closed his eyes, willing sleep to come. He managed to grab snatches here and there, but never deep enough for dreams. He drifted into that jagged sleep, also a tease. He didn’t know how much time passed until he opened his eyes again. His chest tightened. The hallucination was back. Tawny. Ghostly, shimmering, beautiful in a flowing dress with a long scarf flowing from her hair.

“Go away.”

She walked toward him like a cat, her hips swaying, movements fluid. Her smile reminded him of the Cheshire cat, conspiratorial, mischievous. “I don’t want to. And I don’t think you really want me to either.”

Oh, he liked the seduction. It was what her presence meant that bothered him.

He turned his head. “You’re not real.”

She touched him in that not-real way, running her finger down the center of his chest, following the line of his hair just past the blazing erection he had despite the fact that he didn’t want her there.

Just to further prove how nuts he was.

“Mm, I see you do like me here. You can feel me, can’t you?”

He could, a soft, hot energy that left a burning trail across his skin. “My imagination,” he managed on a whisper. Damn, he had to get laid. He couldn’t handle this craving, this hunger. Maybe the hallucination would go away if he wasn’t so horny.

“What if I was real? What if I’m a soul fragment of a lonely girl? A dream connection, two souls meeting...”

“Like Lucas and Amy.”

She paused. “Who?”

He waved his hand. “Never mind.”

She continued running her hands over his chest. He grabbed for them, but his hands went right through hers.

“How come I can feel you touching me, but I can’t touch you?”

She shrugged, though her fingers trailed first around one nipple, then another, causing them to tighten painfully. “I don’t know how this works.”

His body involuntarily rose to her touch, seeking the heat of her. “If you’re going to touch me, do it where it counts.”

She smiled. “I’m saving that for later.”

“What, you going to keep coming back night after night, driving me crazy with your teasing?”

She liked the idea of that, apparently, giving him a look of interest. “Or we could meet.” She leaned closer, her expression becoming more urgent. “Find my lonely soul.”

He snorted. “Your lonely soul is hanging out with my lonely soul in Crazyland.”

Her fingers touched his cock this time, sending his body into a spasm. “Are you sure about that?” She trailed her fingers down the length of him. “Aren’t you up for a little adventure?”

“That’s an adventure in”—damn, she was taking his breath away—“insanity.”

“You’re not afraid, are you? Big guy like you ...” Her gaze went to his cock on those last words, but her eyes and voice held a definite challenge.

“Where?”

“There’s a place where my lonely soul likes to hang out. It’s a bar called the Dew Drop Inn.” She gave him a location northwest of Annapolis.

“Oh yeah, that sounds real.”

“Well, I didn’t name it.” She planted her hands on either side of his waist and leaned down over his stomach. Her gaze, though, was on him. “Don’t you want to find out? What if I’m there?”

“Then this is plain weird. Or you’re an Offspring.”

“An Offspring? What’s that?” She didn’t seem to know.

He wasn’t about to get into it right now, not with a hallucination. “Never mind.”

She leaned lower, kissing down the center of his chest, following the line she’d drawn with her finger minutes earlier. “I’ll be waiting for you.” She stopped just short of the tip of his cock. “Then we can continue this in person.” Her dress slipped off her shoulder as she sat up. Her shoulder looked so soft and smooth, the skin above her still-concealed breast pale. “As soon as you can get there.”

And she was gone.

He shoved out of bed. “Friggin’ crazy hallucinations. Now she wants me to head out into the night and make an ass out of myself ... to myself.”

So why was he shoving on a pair of jeans and flinging on a black cotton shirt?

He looked at his reflection over the dresser mirror as he pushed the shirt buttons through the holes. “Because you’re friggin’ crazy, that’s why.”

He had to admit, though, that a diversion was what he needed. An adventure, as she’d said. He’d elected to stay in the Tomb, their name for the bomb shelter that had been their safe haven, because of the warrant out for his arrest. Darkwell’s doing, and just because he’d gone away didn’t mean the warrant had.

He went into the bathroom and pulled a brush through his hair. He looked like hell. Eyes red and listless, skin pale from lack of sun. He looked like a vampire. He palmed some gel and spiked his hair. Not that he expected to meet Tawny at the Dew Drop Inn, but maybe he’d meet someone else in need of a romp. Chicks were hot for vampires right now; he could get lucky.

He walked toward his door, hoping Amy and Lucas, the only other Rogues still at the tomb, were asleep. For one thing, he still had a boner. For another, being around them was painful. As much as he’d once felt jealous of their all-consuming passion, the tension between them lately weighed heavy on him.

A chest of drawers was lodged in front of their bedroom door. Amy was sleeping on the floor in the hall. She looked so small and so pained, even in sleep. Lucas insisted that he be locked in his bedroom—alone—every night so Sayre couldn’t possess him and cause them harm. He kept Amy out for her own protection, but they had other issues, too.

Eric clamped his bottom lip with his teeth as he pulled his door closed. The tiny click didn’t wake Amy. The groan of pain in the bedroom did, though. She shot to her feet, eyes wide in fear. “Push it away, push it away,” she said, shoving at the dresser.

Eric gave it a hard shove, and she wedged herself through the crack between the dresser and the door frame before he’d even finished. Lucas was contorted on the bed, his face in a grimace. She crouched next to him, shaking his shoulders. “Wake up! Wake up!”

“It’s not Sayre,” Eric said after a few seconds. “It’s another storm of images.”

When Sayre possessed, he had Lucas do things, like get a gun. The storms dropped him, and as he described it, images of something terrible that was either happening or about to happen tore across his brain like an electrical current.

“No.” Amy shook her head, still patting Lucas’s cheek. “We’re not in danger anymore. No more storms.”

Eric’s chest tightened at the thought of more danger. “Maybe it’s an accident. I’ll check with the others.”

A few phone calls later and he returned. “Everyone’s fine. We won’t know what he saw until he wakes up. That should be in about five minutes.”

“Eric! He’s bleeding!” She started crying, pulling Lucas against her chest. Blood trickled from his nose. “Get me a tissue!”

He brought a box, and she dabbed at the blood.

A stab of panic hit him. “Amy ... he’s bleeding from his ear, too.”

Her yelp of fear shot right through him. “This is killing him. I can’t ... I have to ...”

“Wait it out. Let’s see what he says when he comes out.”

They waited, but he didn’t come out. Her frantic gaze went from the clock to Lucas, like a mad tennis match. Twenty minutes. Thirty minutes. Forty. He watched, his chest frozen.

“He’s not coming out.” She felt for his pulse. “It’s so shallow. I can’t go through this again.” She looked at Eric, pleading with her eyes.

“I won’t do it.”

“I’m not asking you to.” She kept looking at him.

“You want my blessing?”

“Your agreement that it has to be done.”

He looked at Lucas, willing him to wake so he wouldn’t have to make a choice. This was the worst storm ever. If it killed him ... “Do it.”

She ran out of the room. He watched Lucas while she was gone, and his body tightened as though electrical currents were going through him, too. He wiped at the blood continuing to drip down Lucas’s face.

Amy returned with a small box and pulled out one of two syringes. She stared at Lucas, torn but resolute, then looked at the bluish liquid in the syringe: the antidote. She had gotten it from the botanist who found the substance given to their parents to boost their abilities ... what the Offspring had inherited. Even the botanist admitted it was unstable. One of his sons had lost his abilities after taking it—the one who went psycho. The other son hadn’t. Lucas had refused to take it, fearful of losing his ability to foresee the future, which helped him protect Amy.

“He probably won’t ever forgive you.” He met her tear-filled gaze. “You know that, don’t you?”

“It’s not fair. We’ve been through so much. I’ve almost lost him twice.”

He took her hand. It should be him breaking down, not Lucas. “No matter what happens, your love changed him, made him stronger, better. What you two have ... it’s incredible.”

“I know.” Her voice was a raw whisper. “I’m going to lose him either way. I’d rather he be alive and mad at me than ...”

It killed him to watch the man who was like a brother to him and the woman who, as it turned out, was his half sister, in agony. She had risked her life for Lucas, and he’d done the same. Eric didn’t understand that kind of love, but it stunned him anyway. Watching the little ways they touched each other, the looks they traded that smacked of such intimacy, it made him feel he should leave the room. Sometimes it made him ache, though it could have just been heartburn.

“I’m sorry, Lucas,” she said on a whisper, pulling his arm into position. “I love you.” She pushed the plunger, and the liquid disappeared from the syringe. She removed the needle and threw it into the box as though it had burned her fingers.

Eric pulled her to her feet and held her, and she cried in his arms.

Some time passed. He didn’t know how much. She disengaged and lay down next to Lucas. “He’ll sleep for twenty-four hours. That’s what they told me would happen. He’ll wake ... and he’ll be okay.”

Lucas did seem relaxed now, and the bleeding had stopped. Eric could only nod, but he wasn’t so sure. Taking the antidote was as scary as going psycho.

She held onto Lucas but looked at him. “Why are you dressed? You still can’t sleep, can you?” Her gaze flicked to the box. “Eric—”

“I’m not taking that stuff. Unless I’m bleeding like Lucas. Dying.” He wasn’t going to chance losing his abilities until Sayre was dead. “I’m heading out to get some fresh air. I’ll have my phone if you need me.” He put it in his pocket. “Amy ... I won’t take sides. It’s going to be rough. But ...” He wasn’t good at this kind of thing. “I’ll be there for both of you.”

She nodded, a faint smile on her face. “Thank you. I won’t tell him you agreed. That was for me.”

There was nothing he could do now. He left, feeling the pressure in his chest ease as he emerged aboveground and walked to the garage where Lucas’s Barracuda waited. Maybe all he needed was to drive. Fast. Find a remote road and hit the gas. The car kicked ass. If he ended up near the Dew Drop Inn, he could always check it out. What could it hurt?






Chapter 3



The Dew Drop Inn way passed Eric’s expectations, which were of a small, quaint building with a piano player doing the standards. No, this place was a two-story, shit-kickin’ country dive, complete with a neon boot sign.

Country music wasn’t his thing, but he was craving something, and maybe he’d find it here. If a hot chick was wearing boots, well, she wouldn’t be for long.

Who are you kidding? You’re going to see if you’re crazy. Because she won’t be here and then you’re going to have to take that antidote, too.

He shoved that thought away. The parking lot was still full even at this late hour, but that wasn’t surprising on a Friday night. A couple was making it in a nearby car, and the woman’s groans were so loud they rivaled the music coming from the building.

He hated when women faked it, and that chick was definitely putting on a show. Still, the sounds of her dramatic gasps kicked his libido into overdrive, and that didn’t take much on a good day. When he was undersatisfied, overtired, and ramped up from being teased two nights in a row, it rolled over him like a wave of hot water. He adjusted his jeans and started walking toward the entrance. Music and cigarette smoke billowed out when he held the door open for a couple who were leaving. He stepped inside and paid the cover charge.

Okay, he was looking for his succubus. Several women were dressed in tight jeans and plaid shirts, as were the men. Most folks were too involved in their drinking, talking, and dancing to pay him much notice. A couple of women did, however, their smiles predatory as they took him in. Getting laid should not be a problem.

Eric walked up to the long bar covered with peanut shells to order a beer, and that’s when he saw her. More like felt her watching him. She shifted her gaze away, a shy smile on her face. She sat at the end of the bar, a full shot glass and lime wedge in front of her, an empty shot glass next to it. Not exactly his succubus, but damned close. Long blond hair, eyelashes so thick they had to be those stick-on type. Bright pink lipstick on lush lips. Her black miniskirt, paired with textured tights and red, high-heeled boots, made her legs look long. She didn’t fit in either. She turned her stool around to watch the dance floor, her gaze sliding across him as she did.

He ordered a Heineken and wandered over, his body buzzing. She wasn’t looking at him directly, but she was aware of him. Her body straightened, her fingers messed with her hair.

“You don’t want to go there, buddy,” a man at the bar said. He nodded toward the woman. “She’s cold. Cut you right down.”

He could have told the guy to mind his own business, but hey, he was only trying to save his dignity. “Thanks, man. But I’ll take my chances.”

The woman glanced at him as he came to a stop beside her, but looked back at the dance floor. He looked at it, too, taking a sip of his beer and remaining just outside her boundaries. Damn, it had been friggin’ forever since he’d been out on the scene. He suddenly felt old and out of touch, as though he’d just come back from war. In a way, he had. He’d been to the dark side of the physical world, human nature, and himself.

“Do you dance?”

The soft, sweet voice, nearly obliterated by the music, pulled him back to present. She was talking to him. Had she asked him to dance? No, just if he did.

“Not to this stuff.”

They weren’t line dancing, but most were kicking up their boots to the twangy song.

He gestured to the dance floor with his bottle. “You?”

“Only the slow songs.”

He wasn’t going to get in her face and drop a lame line or offer to buy her a drink. Or check her out. Well, not in an obvious way. He pretended to scope out the place while taking her in with his peripheral vision. The Cheap Trick song “She’s Tight” came to mind, though it was quickly buried under the song, something slower now.

She threw back her shot, licking her hand and squeezing the lime into her mouth. Damn, he wanted to lick off the drop of juice that dripped down her jaw. Now he felt right about offering to buy her a drink.

Before he could, she turned to him. “Dance with me.”

Not quite an order, and not a request either. He hated slow dancing with a woman he’d just met. Where to put his hands, how close to hold her, and for God’s sake don’t stomp on her feet.

He set his bottle on the bar. “How can I refuse?”

She stood, and he took her hand and led her to a dance floor that was rapidly crowding in with couples. She moved into his arms, not a damned thing about her cold. Her movements were a bit awkward, telling him she didn’t like slow dancing as much as she’d said. Small, brightly colored rings circled her right upper ear but not her left. The big red hoops that hung from her lobes brushed against her neck as they moved. He was way too tall for her, his hands coming down on her shoulders, leaving her hands to wrap around his waist.

Which felt good. He willed his cock not to jump to attention, but it didn’t listen, as usual. She had to feel it, but she didn’t move back. He looked down at her, but she stared straight ahead at his chest. She was worrying her lips. Probably feeling his erection. She met his gaze and smiled, but he saw nervousness in her big brown eyes.

She said, “I have a bottle of tequila back at my hotel room.”

Whoa. He actually stopped moving. Had he heard her right?

“Tequila works for me.”

“I don’t want you to think I’m cheap. It’s just ... I could use some company. Know what I mean?”

He had to keep the words Hell, yes from roaring out of him.

She’d stopped moving, too. “I swear I’ve never done this before.”

He saw something in her eyes, maybe that need, pain, but not desperation. Without another word he took her hand and led her from the dance floor. The guy who’d warned him about her now gaped as they wound their way through the crowd toward the door.

This seemed too easy. They’d hardly traded smoldering looks, casual conversation, or even names. They exited the building into the cool night.

“I’m Eric,” he said.

She covered her mouth. “God, we haven’t even told each other our names. You must think I’m a—”

He kissed her word away. She tasted like tequila, musky and rich, with a hint of lime and salt. Beneath the smoke he smelled a clean scent, like soap. She looked fragile, despite her bold request.

“I don’t think you’re an anything.”

She looked away at that, swallowing hard. “Follow me. I’m staying
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