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      Kemar City

      

      Laser fire stung the air. The stink of ozone permeated the space above Kree’s hiding place, taking the edge off the rotting stench of the warehouse. Heat kissed her cheek where the blast flew passed her face.

      Sopha, that was close.

      Heavy fire pinned her down. Enforcers had the reputation of not stopping until they had captured and killed their quarry.

      In this he lived to type and was single-minded in running her to ground like a wild animal. He’d forced her into this squalid building with her back against the wall, cloaked in darkness. No matter how well the enforcer tracked her movements she had the advantage. As a master class Sophite leader —the premier — she could read the signatures of organic and some inorganic matter. Her abilities far outperformed any advanced tracking technologies the enforcer employed. So how had he gotten so close?

      Another shot whizzed by her ear. The stench of burned hair gagged her. Definitely time to move. Unfortunately, her talents didn’t expand into the psychic realm like the Unarions, leaving only emotional impressions rather than true thought. So much the worse for her. At the moment it would be extremely helpful to know his.

      Another shot fired overhead. Kree duck-walked sideways, hoping the enforcer wouldn’t hear the soft scrape of her shoes over the dirty floor. A pause in the laser fire stopped Kree in her tracks. She fingered the gun at her side.

      Damn, did she ever want to take advantage and return fire, but giving her position away wasn’t worth the risk.

      This new wave of enforcers didn’t hunt the same as the previous ones hired by the theocrats. They were too savvy. If she had a credit for every time one of the bastards got too close for comfort to a member of the outlawed priestesses from the Order of Sopha, she’d be able to buy a new country and relocate all her sister Sophites there.

      Fucking politicians.

      Kree waited as the silence lengthened. Maybe she should go on the offensive. Instead of running from the enforcer, she needed to double back and sneak up on him. Serve the man right for hiring out as the long arm of the theocrats’ idea of justice.

      Brutal and unfeeling.

      How could men who claimed to be at one with the deity, sanction genocide? It went against every ideal the Sophites believed in —and they called her holy order barbaric.

      She sank farther into the warehouse, letting darkness envelop her. Rank odors filled her nose. Something had crawled into the abandoned building to die. From the energy pattern it was a large dog. She hoped not to join it anytime soon.

      Kree moved through the warehouse, using her command of organic matter to guide her through the refuse.

      Somewhere there was safety. She need only concentrate to find it.

      She picked her way through the darkness, feeling the energy vibrations in the ground. If she moved too far to the right or left the vibrations changed, moving into the frequency of inorganic matter. That was much more difficult for her to manipulate, but not impossible. Instead of a full reading, she used the information to navigate the dark warehouse like an animal tracking with the use of sonar.

      When she came to the door, she squeezed out into the blazing sunset, doubling back around the outside of the warehouse. As she rounded the south corner, the enforcer stood there smiling at her, an odd oblong apparatus of some sort held in his right hand.

      “Hello, Kree.” Her breath caught in her throat. His knowing smile spoke of dark pleasures. Eyes like the glittering gold of an eagle flashed as the sun dipped lower on the horizon.

      Words deserted her. A flare of desire lit his eyes. The wind kicked up, spiraling dead leaves across the drive where she stood. Their vibrations registered a faint wisp along her senses, overpowered by the man who stood before her.

      The steady stamp of boot-clad feet moving in double-time grew louder. Movement from her periphery captured her attention. Guards.

      Oh shit, this was really bad. Caught between an enforcer and the theocrats’ private army was no way to die. The enforcer stiffened. His muscles went taut, his jaw hardened. He mouthed the words, “I’m sorry.”

      Sorry? Sorry for what? Confusion welled and threatened to choke her. She was about to ask him what he meant when he raised his hand. The dark outline of a tattoo snaked up his hand. A shock of electric fire hit her system, stunning her. Darkness fell. No sounds. No words. No vibrations.
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      Eavan desMort slid the stunner back into the hip holster and hurried to the unconscious Sophite premier.

      She’d fallen like a sleek shining vixen right into his trap.

      He bent over her still form, admiring his prize. Golden hair fell into her face, covering eyes he’d only imagined in his deepest fantasies. And he’d had a lot of them since he’d been given this assignment.

      He leaned closer to her, breathing in her unique scent. Her flavor lingered on his tongue like ambrosia. Desire lit inside him like a flash fire. His erection strained against his leathers.

      Eavan didn’t care what the theocrats decreed; this Sophite belonged to him. As the next chief of the Avengale settlement, it was Eavan’s sworn duty to bring the Sophite premier into the fold. To bring her to his home.

      The thought heated his skin. Over the months of tracking her, he’d come to admire her ingenuity at avoiding the theocrats and evading their guards.

      He smiled. Not so successful in avoiding him.

      Gently, he lifted her up into his arms. Her head lolled against his shoulder. It was all he could do to keep from placing his lips to her forehead. But with the guards passing through the area that was a deadly idea. He must keep up the illusion of compliance at all cost.

      Restraint came at a price. His body hardened further as her firm breast brushed against his chest. He fought the urges stirred by the call of his Druma blood. Pheromones filled his nose, coming from the sexual mystic like the call to mate.

      Pushing thoughts of a future consummation from his mind, Eavan started for the small speed-cycle parked down the block.

      Why of all places did Kree have to run to a neighborhood gone to ruin? And alone of all things. No telling what trouble she courted being so lax with her safety. As it was, she’d sleep for at least eight hours after taking the hit from his stunner.

      Brave, beautiful woman.

      He readjusted his grip on her, feeling the bulge of her sidearm at her waist. No doubt hers was set to kill.

      A smile tugged the corner of his mouth. She might have packed heat, but she hadn’t stood a chance against his superior tracking skills. She’d probably hidden in the warehouse with the mistaken assumption her ability to read organics protected her.

      He was as organic as it came.

      What little foot traffic had been on the street disappeared with the last curfew bell and the arrival of the guards.

      Eavan placed her in the cycle’s sidecar, pulling the safety harness over her shoulders. Guards remained at their posts, watching for those individuals unlucky enough to be caught out past sunset. Eavan pushed his night goggles into place and gunned the speed-cycle’s engine. He tore off down the deserted street, heading for the coast road that would take them to safety.

      She’d be pissed when she woke.

      The thought curled his lip into another smile. Kree Janus was like the goddesses of the old religion, before the theocrats enacted federal edicts, casting them into the netherworld.

      Fury ate at his gut.

      He popped the clutch and throttled into high gear. The speed-cycle rocketed under him. Wind blew his long hair back from his face but sent bugs and other debris stinging his skin.

      If the theocrats wanted a fight, a fight they’d get.

      He gunned the bike and rolled out of town as if all the devils of the underworld followed in his wake. They may well be. He’d take his chances. No way in all the hells he’d let a few angry demons dictate his actions. The Druma had suffered worse since recorded history began and they’d always survived. This time would be no different.

      He glanced down at the woman in the sidecar. Her firm breasts bounced with the motion of the air flying under the bike’s thrusters. No matter the call of his blood, she was the key to the Druma plan’s success. Only her position as head of the Sophite order would bring the others around to join the fight.

      He gripped the handlebars so hard the textured patterns bit into his fingers where the leather driving gloves stopped.

      The Druma were prepared to use every tactic in their arsenal to bring the Sophites to heel. The women as a group were a stubborn lot. So far, the others had managed to hold out against their captors. That’s why his mission had been so crucial. Selling his service to the theocrats was a small price to pay for victory.

      The road curved along the Masalong Ocean. Nothing but darkness and a sense of water filled the night to his left as he sped northward. No other vehicles shared the road. Not even a lone transport moved through the night. An eerie sensation swelled, as if he and Kree were the only two left on the continent.

      Trouble met them halfway up the coast road in the form of a roadblock. Floodlights lit the night to daytime brightness all along the stretch for about a hundred yards in all directions. Guards stood with guns poised and ready to fire.

      Eavan slowed to a stop and nodded, pushing his goggles up on his head. The sleeve of his leather jacket rode up, exposing the totem tattoo that ran from his hand up the back of his wrist.

      “Evening,” he said in a lazy drawl.

      The guard captain approached and gave Eavan the once-over, then shifted his gaze to the unconscious Kree. “Where you headed, Enforcer?”

      “Taking this prisoner to Masalong Proper and the Temple of Theomacus for questioning.”

      “This late? You’ll not get on grounds.” The guard captain spit on the ground near the sidecar and sent his baton to poke Kree in the side.

      Eavan saw red, but only gave a grunt. “They’ll open for me.”

      The guard captain waved him through. He let the cycle roll forward, weaving between the patrol cruisers. The guards watched him with rifles still raised in threat. The guards would track them. He’d have to leave the coast road and head inland for the hills just to make it look good. No matter. The Druma had a place halfway to the temple. They could stop overnight and continue on later. Anyone tracking them would assume they’d stopped for a brief respite. Or he could continue on to the encampment and wait until the theocrats’ guards descended on the settlement.

      Altering the timetable might work to the Druma’s advantage. Or get the entire settlement killed. It wasn’t a chance he was willing to take. Not with the theocrats at the helm.

      The former regime, the Genoquios, had run the Sangrah government into the ground; emptying the coffers and leaving their society open to outside intervention. When the bankrupt ruling class asked the theocrats to come in and save the country, they consigned their entire culture to live under the thumb of religious rule. Eavan had wondered more than once what exactly the Genoquios got out of deal. He’d heard nothing of their fate. However, the other cultures living under the yoke of the theocrats had become one of limited liberties.

      A tapestry of backgrounds and beliefs wove the fabric of their country from one coast to the other. It had begun to unravel. The Druma only wished to see the loose threads picked up again and all the holes mended. What was once a great melding of many cultures, had turned to a fractured vision of its former glory.

      A project of that magnitude took time and patience. It had taken a few years to upset the precious balance. It would take time to set it to rights. Mostly it took more than one man, or one culture. Or way of life. It needed a consortium of ideas. Something the general public had forgotten in the quest to save themselves from the long arm of the theocrats and their brand of governance.

      An hour later, Eavan came upon the turnoff that led to the shelter. Darkness hid the landscape on either side of the road. The only illumination came from the speed-cycle’s headlight, cutting through the night to guide the way. At the speeds they were traveling, it was like driving blind. If not for his night goggles, he’d have a hell of a time navigating.

      Civilization had forgotten this part of the country and left it as the godhead had made it. The barren landscape was inhospitable to both man and beast. Nothing grew out this way but the occasional hardy plant life. Snakes and chameleons made their home in the various tunnels bisecting the land beneath the ground. If pressed, one could survive on the land. The existence precarious at best.

      But the Druma warriors had. The intense training and initiations into the way of the warrior gave their people the means and know how to survive on the land. The Druma could survive anywhere if they had to. They just refused to. Why should they be forced from land they had cultivated and worked for generations because the government had changed hands?

      A sleeback —one of the native lizards of the Verhaus Desert — stood on the road with his head turned in the direction of the speed-cycle bearing down on him. The giant reptile raised his nose into the air, sniffing for what he’d call dinner. Eavan put more pressure on the accelerator and leaned the cycle to go around the predator. Sleebacks might have a supersensitive sense of smell, but they had a hard time seeing in the dark. It worked as a real advantage for humans while traversing the desert at night.

      They rolled through the darkness. The terrain changed. Desert brush peeked up along the sides of the road. Small trees dotted the distant horizon. Grass tufts went from the occasional patch to long verdant stretches.

      They were getting close.

      The road curved around a rock cluster rising up like monoliths in the middle of nowhere. Behind the natural structure was a rolling valley that stretched as far as the eye could see. He turned off on an access road that ran along a river.

      Another three hours and they’d be there. Eavan glanced down at Kree. She was still out for the count. Her head lolled to the side. Shoulder-length blonde hair whipped in the wind. He’d have to wash the dead bugs from her hair and body before putting her to bed. Some of the insects were toxic to skin. She’d be lucky if she didn’t wake with a rash from head to toe.

      His gut tightened at the thought of touching her so intimately while she slept. She might see it as a violation of her person. But it had to be done and there was no one else at the shelter to do the deed. If she woke while he worked, he’d have to explain that it was an act of pure compassion and mercy.

      Like she’d believe him after he knocked her out with a stunner and carried her off to parts unknown.

      They made the hideout as the moons started descent in the western sky. It was early morning, just after third hour, when they rolled to a stop in the covered garage of a small cottage that looked as if it belonged in its own private paradise.

      Located off the main road, the shelter sat covered by thick trees and ivy. It blended into the scenery, rendering it virtually indistinguishable from the hillside behind it.

      Eavan pulled off the goggles He needed a bath, too. Already the loss of air whipping by his face made the places crusted with dirt, sweat, and bug innards itch. First things first though.

      He opened the door between the garage and inside then lifted Kree from the sidecar. Hefting her over his shoulder like a sack of flour, he carried her into the bathroom where he set her down on the floor between the toilet and shower stall.

      He started the water then pulled his clothes off. Might as well save time and aggravation and wash them both at once. It wasn’t as if she’d know or even care.

      Taking a deep breath, he started to remove her clothes. Red bumps cropped up on her neck and arms. Hell, the toxin had already raised welts. That wouldn’t do at all.

      He pulled her shirt over her head. Firm breasts thrust upward as he leaned her back to start on her pants. Forcing his attention back to the task at hand rather than filling his mind with the vision of her half-naked body, Eavan opened the fly. Smooth, slightly tanned skin met his hungry gaze.

      Desire rose. His cock stiffened at the sight of her.

      Slowly, he pulled her pants down her legs. There wasn’t a line or curve of her figure he didn’t want to explore at length. But there’d be time for that later.

      He went to the medicine cabinet and pulled out a vial of a special herbal wash formulated to reduce the redness the bugs left behind.

      “Come on, woman.” He lifted her into his arms. Their bare skin slid together. Eavan closed his eyes and prayed to the godhead, Dreeka, for strength. None of his training as a warrior had ever prepared him for so great a challenge.

      To do anything other than administer to her ills was not only dishonorable to both of them, but also a crime against his gods and the ancestors. Not that he’d do anything to dishonor her. Abduct her against her will, yes. Harm her, no. He swallowed down the guilt at having stunned her into submission.

      It had been the only way at the time. The guards had been right around the corner and there hadn’t been time to do much else but act.

      The Druma walked a fine subversive line. To do anything other than what they’d been contracted by the theocrats to do would throw suspicion on them. Every plot and scheme had to be played out with the utmost care to detail. The survival of both races depended upon it.

      With the grace of Dreeka, the plan would not fail.

      He set her on the shower bench, leaning her against the glass bricks. With great care, he ran the soapy cloth over the curve of her cheeks, down her neck, and across the tops of her breasts. His cock stood hard between his legs, a testament to her powers as the premier. Even unconscious, Kree gave off the most intoxicating female scent. If he wasn’t careful he’d be raving mad before he brought her to the point of consummation.

      “You are the essence of perfection.” He slid the cloth down her arm, taking care to wash each finger. His breath caught. Her hands were strong, yet delicate. The dichotomy turned him on even more. The power she commanded was impressive both in scope and depth, more so considering the instruments of her calling were so graceful.

      His slid his fingers through hers, comparing the discrepancy in their sizes. “I pledge my life to protect you.”

      She let out a long, deep sigh as if agreeing to the whispered terms. The stun-induced sleep wouldn’t last much longer. There’d be hell to pay if she woke while he bathed her.

      When he finished, he held her wet body against his and dried them off with the same towel.

      “If you only knew what the future holds for you,” he whispered into her hair.

      He wrapped the towel around her body then carried her to the bed. The house was fully stocked with food, clothing, and any other number of items travelers might need while breaking their journey at the hideout.

      Eavan took a pair of loose drawstring pants and short tunic from the closet and proceeded to dress her. It had been much easier getting her out of her clothes than it was to put them back on her while she was unconscious.

      The things one did to ensure the future.

      After he had her dressed, he clamped on the neck collar, setting it to the same frequency as the matching bracelet he wore. “I’m sorry, my love, but I don’t have a choice.”

      He hit the button to activate the signal.

      The collar was barbaric but necessary. Dangers on the open road made it imperative they stay together, and she not try to run from him. He cursed the promises he’d made to the elders not to reveal his mission until they were safely within the confines of the Avengale settlement.

      He hated keeping secrets from her and preferred to tell her up front. The horrors perpetrated by the theocrats and their guards made keeping the Druma’s plans close to the skin imperative — for all their sakes. He only hoped it didn’t backfire.

      One day maybe they’d look back on their first meeting and laugh. Yeah, and he’d contracted Bolean fever somewhere.
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      Consciousness returned as a pinpoint of light in the darkness. Slow but steadily expanding until Kree could make out the basic shapes of things.

      Above her, gossamer curtains were suspended from a dark wood canopy. Their bright crimson swags ran like blood from the ceiling. The mattress under her was made of the softest goose down.

      She turned her head, instantly regretting the action. Twin daggers of pain ran from the base of her skull, up over her head, lodging in the back of her eye sockets.

      She moaned.

      Movement from across the room caught her eye. Memory returned as fast as the current that had felled her.

      Pretending sleep, Kree held still. She forced deep, even breaths through her trembling lips. Too late. He’d most likely seen her movement. She only prayed her captor had been looking elsewhere when she woke.

      Why hadn’t he killed her? Had someone saved her after the enforcer shot her? It really didn’t matter. She was alive and as long as she remained so, she could still save her people.

      “I know you’re awake.” His voice had the timbre of ground glass. But at the same time the confident tone sent desire shooting from her breasts to her sex.

      Liquid heat settled between her legs. Her heart pounded. Not even fear had caused such an adrenaline rush. Her captor took in a deep breath and moaned. A swath of light spilled from a floor lamp.

      Kree couldn’t see his face, but his erection was visible behind the seams of his leather pants. He dropped a tattooed hand to his thigh and shifted in the chair. “I’m not going to hurt you.” He finally leaned into the light. Those same eagle-sharp eyes caught her in their snare, like prey. His raspy velvet voice and hypnotic gaze enfolded her, pulling her under like a drowning woman. The mystery of the other missing Sophites had been solved. By hiring the Druma warriors as enforcers, the theocrats hadn’t even given the sisters a chance at survival.

      Druma hunted by pheromones. A more effective tool when hunting a population of sexually charged female mystics had never been used. The worst part was the fact Kree’s own body had begun to betray her, feeding off the desire she sensed coming from him. They were caught in a loop of craving and want.

      All along her nerve endings the sweet hum of desire caressed her under her skin, leaving a hot trail of need in its wake. All her strength and concentration remained fixed on her fake slumber. If he moved or came near her now she’d go up in flames without a fight.

      But she had to fight. That’s all the Sophites had left. Despite her best efforts, her nipples hardened under her thin shirt. The Druma enforcer let out a long hunger-filled growl. He stood, his pants hugging every hard curve of his impressive physique. “If you don’t want to talk now, that’s all right. We can have an entire lifetime to know each other. But make no mistake, Kree Janus, you will obey me on this journey.” He put one knee on the bed. He leaned over, brushing his mouth against hers. “I have ways of making you cooperate.”

      A shot of pure lust exploded in her. What was happening? This man was her mortal enemy. She shouldn’t have these feelings for him. His kind had been hunting the Sophites and killing them. Some of her dearest friends had died because of the Drumas’ greed. Where were her powers of organic manipulation now?

      She stared into his hot gaze. “Torture me until your heart is full. I won’t give you what you want.”

      He raised a brow and a smile curved the sensuous sweep of his mouth. “So it’s torture you want?”

      He looked like the kind of man who gave women exactly what they wanted whether it be good or bad. He also appeared to enjoy providing the service a great deal.

      “Do your worst,” she challenged.

      A rich laugh rolled out from deep in his chest. “This might take some time. I don’t want to disappoint you.”

      A shudder moved through her. Her back arched, putting her breasts within a hairbreadth of his muscular chest.

      His gaze slid down her body, lingering there. “Oh yeah, I’m going to have to find just the thing to make you compliant.”

      “There’s nothing you can possibly do to make me obey you.” She turned her head, so she didn’t have to see the flare of desire in his eyes. Her body responded too readily to his nearness.

      The man was as potent as any male she’d ever met. “I wouldn’t bet on it.” His voice grew even silkier. “No. We’ll leave that discussion for later. You need to rest now.”

      “I don’t want to rest. I want to get the hell out of here.” She brushed her hand against the softest material she’d ever felt. Finally looking down, she noticed she no longer wore her own clothes. Sopha, how had that happened?

      “You can’t leave.” He tapped a metal plate fastened around her neck.

      The substance didn’t register on her senses. How was that even possible? Even inorganics let off a subtle signature she could detect. “What the hell?”

      He held up his tattooed arm to her. A flat metal bracelet fit around his wrist. A green light blinked. By the Gods, she knew that device, but hadn’t seen one used in years, at least not outside a prison yard.

      “I’m sorry. Once we get to where we’re going, I’ll remove it. But until then you’ll not be able to venture more than fifty feet from me without losing consciousness again. It’s for your safety. Where we’re going, you won’t want to try to survive alone.”

      “You bastard.”

      He gave out a low chuckle which only further infuriated her. “That’s one thing I’m not.”

      No, he wouldn’t be. A full Druma warrior was at the highest echelons of his people. He definitely knew his parentage — all the way back to the founding of his clan. Just as Kree could name all the Sophite premiers back to the goddess Sopha herself.

      “Why are you doing this?” She turned her head, closing her eyes as a sudden wave of nausea moved through her. “Weren’t you under orders to kill my kind?”

      “I take my orders from the clan elders.” The remark wasn’t exactly a denial, but it did give her hope.

      Kree cracked open one eye to study him. “Then you weren’t sent from the theocrats?”

      That annoying smile lifted the corner of his mouth again. He brushed long, fawn-colored hair off his shoulder. “I didn’t say that.”

      “You haven’t said much of anything.” Better to point it out then make him believe he had the upper hand with his evasiveness. “Tell me why you’ve kept me alive.”

      He ran a thick finger down her cheek. “You are in no position to demand anything from me. You’ll know everything you need to in a day or two. Then, after you have all the information, you can hate me if you want. Or not.”

      She opened her eyes if only to narrow them at him. Something about the cockiness of his posture made her believe he didn’t think she’d hate him at all.

      “Your kind killed my sister Sophites,” she reminded him.

      “My kind is trying to preserve peace.” His gaze fastened on her lips, not for the first time since she’d awakened.

      “By killing off the enemies of the state.”

      He let out a deep breath and pushed away from her. “Rest. We have a long ride ahead. It’s better if you’re alert. There might be trouble on the road.”

      That didn’t set easy with her. What kind of trouble was an enforcer looking for on the road to wherever? Was it because he hadn’t killed her when he’d found her hiding in the warehouse? More importantly, where was he taking her?

      He rubbed a spot in the middle of her forehead. Instantly, her eyes felt heavy. She fought the lethargy back. There was no way in hell she’d fall asleep without some better explanation than his enigmatic smiles and the flash of sexy golden eyes.

      Weapons as effective as those were going to see to her downfall. There were defenses she could raise to keep his seductive powers from touching her, but she doubted they’d work. Not when she already felt the wet slide of arousal between her legs when she moved them.

      The worst part was fastened around her neck. Removal of the security collar was impossible without setting off an alarm on her captor’s wristband. There had to be a way to get it off and escape before he delivered her to her fate. She’d not accept defeat. Her sisters under Sopha would haunt her for eternity.

      “If you want my cooperation, you have to earn it.” She used her haughtiest tone.

      That made him laugh. “I don’t think it’s up to you at this point.” Kree’s heart stopped. If his smile and eyes were seductive, his laugh was death itself. She fell under the spell of the animation that lit his features. “Is this how you mean to torture me?”

      The amusement faded. Tension hung thick in the air between them. “No, I have something much better in mind.”
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      Eavan’s blood had already grown so hot it moved like burning lava through his veins. Torture her? He’d cherish her until his dying breath. But she didn’t need to know that yet.

      Initiating her to the ways of the Druma would be very enjoyable. He only hoped he’d get the chance. After all he’d done to capture and secure her, he’d hate like all the hells for her to fall under the spell of one of his fellow warriors. Or worse, reject what they offered.

      He traced a finger down her cheek. “I already know how you’ll taste.”

      Her gaze flew to his. If sin had a shape it would be her lips. They were soft and wide with the barest pout to the lower one.

      He ran his thumb across it. “The theocrats would love to get their hands on you.”

      She raised a brow. Her expression conveying very well her power as the head of her order. “Are you planning to ransom me to them?”

      “The thought never crossed my mind.” He let his fingers move lower, down her throat to her collarbone. Every inch of her skin felt like silk under his fingertips. “How long has it been since you’ve enjoyed a man’s touch?” Even as her eyes flashed defiance, her back arched off the bed, lifting her breasts closer to him.

      “I’ve met no men worthy enough to touch me in a long while.”

      Eavan smiled. Even if she meant it as an slight, the fact she’d been with no man recently sent need pulsing through his body. The Sophites used their guard sentries for sexual favors like most people used air to breathe. He sensed her words were all bravado or intended insult.

      He let his fingers roam lower. The deep vee of her shirt ended at the apex of her cleavage. His gaze followed the trail of his hand. Her nipples stood out behind the fabric, inviting him to feel.

      He didn’t disappoint.

      Kree sucked in a quick breath, but didn’t slap his hand away as he’d assumed. Perhaps she felt the same deep, inexplicable bond as he.

      A noise outside the window startled her. She turned her head and winced.

      Damn! He’d forgotten about the pain. Getting hit by a stunner set to full was like having an ax buried in your brain. Eavan knew. There wasn’t a mode of torture or imprisonment missed when Druma warriors went through during training.

      He leaned over and brushed his mouth against hers. “I’ll bring you something for the headache.”

      “How...?”

      He gave her a sly smile as he left the room. No sense in regaling her with the bloody tales of his initiation. She had time enough to learn of those.

      Eavan hurried to the medicinal stores. All the wonders hidden inside were made at the settlement. Knowing the plants and their properties was a revered art form within the ranks of his people. Modern technology had its place in all societies, but there were some things that remained better served in the old ways.

      None of the modern medicines brought to the continent by the theocratic physicians were quite as good as those made by hand and prayer. Ironic as it seemed, the new government didn’t believe in using the natural environment to provide for man’s health. They locked their scientists in pristine labs, combining synthetic compounds into mind- and body-altering substances. There was something inherently wrong with holy men who forsook the bounty of the land for a cold impersonal approach. For that reason alone, the theocrats needed to be forced out of office.

      Before they’d taken over, the Sangrah Provinces were rich with ideas and beauty. The council of old men who ruled with iron fists and cold hearts had no understanding of humanity. They even prayed to a god who had no interest in the affairs of man.

      Eavan had read Theomacus’ teachings. Learning the enemy.

      He sorted through the various bottles of potions and elixirs. Normally, the cabinet was arranged in naming order, but someone had gone through and changed things around. He’d have to come back and fix it before they left the shelter.

      Where was the damned bottle?

      He started at the bottom shelf and moved back up to the top. There it was, tucked behind a big bottle of mariwan root.

      Father God, forgive me for what I’m about to do.

      At this point he had very little choice. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. He could stand and weather the storm of her increasing temper or ply a little more seduction to soften her mood. That had never been Eavan’s style. He’d rather have her bound by flesh to him. Lovers had more of a personal stake in keeping their mouths shut than someone merely riding the surface of an attraction. At this juncture she had plenty of reason to make his life miserable until they reached the settlement. One more roadblock full of guards with Kree awake this time and all the long months of planning might be forfeit. Telling her the truth was out of the question. All it took was one guard captain curious as to why a Druma warrior transported a Sophite into the Fassin Plains, and the guards would detain them both. Once that happened, they’d torture the truth from her. If she knew nothing, they’d find nothing. Of course, they’d have to kill Eavan first in order to get to her. Not so easily done.

      Though with her powers, who knew how well she could hide information from an Inquisitor? He’d rather not even make the attempt. It was best to leave the revelations for when they were within the settlement. The elders knew the correct course of action in this instance.

      He heard that odd sound outside the shelter again. Had they been found? He stuck the vial in his pocket and headed to the front. Opening the blood red drapes only enough to see out, he searched the front yard. Nothing out of place captured his attention. Even so, he pressed in a code to the security perimeter, increasing the distance of the sweep. If anyone came within the circle it would give a quick series of beeps.

      Escape tunnels crisscrossed under the hills directly behind the shelter, but didn’t support a transport as big as a speed-cycle. If they had to leave that way they had to do so on foot.

      He’d make it, but he doubted a woman used to living in the pampered confines of a temple, surrounded by servants, had the stamina. Though he admired her dedication to keeping her order hidden given the current political climate and had seen her toughness in action, he doubted she had enough endurance to keep up with a full Druma warrior. Not with the pace he planned to set. Not in her current pained condition. The Druma trained years for cross-country treks on foot. One never knew in what situation one might find oneself. It paid to be prepared. However, the Sophites had managed to survive this long after being outlawed. Maybe he underestimated her. She might be a lot sturdier than she looked.

      But then a headache from the stunner could have made even the Druma chieftain himself curl into a ball and pray for death. Eavan didn’t wish that pain on even his greatest enemy.
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      Kree looked around the room. The unfamiliar surrounding worried her. How far were they from Kemar City? Light fell outside the window, filtered by the massive trees whose branches hung near the pane.

      Was it night or day?

      She threw the covers off and scooted to the end of the bed. Pain shot through her head with each beat of her heart. She stalled, nauseated.

      Oh Sopha! Help me. I need strength to make it through this trial you have set before me.

      The silent words of an ancient prayer died on her lips as the door opened and the Druma returned.

      “You’ll not escape, Kree. It’s best to not even try. I’ll only haul your lovely ass back here like a sack of sugar.”

      Was he serious? Of course she had to try. Wasn’t there an unwritten law somewhere in the annuals of war that said all POWs had to attempt escape at least once? Too many people relied on her to sit back and wait to be raped or killed by the enforcer.

      Not that she had gotten that vibe from him yet. Unbelievably the collar around her neck tamped her powers, made it harder to read things around her. Whether intentional or not she didn’t know.

      “Here.” He held a tiny cordial glass under her nose. “Drink.”

      She shoved the glass back at him. “I’m not thirsty.”

      “I don’t care. Drink it anyway.” He shoved the glass against her lips.

      The sickly-sweet smell of overripe melon and honey filtered up to her nose. Her stomach rolled. Concentrating her power, she tried to determine if the drink held anything harmful. The exercise was useless. No vibrations came off the liquid.

      “Here.” He stuck his finger into the mixture and held it to her lips. “It might be better in smaller doses.”

      Kree turned her head away. “You drink it.”

      “Fine.” He tipped up the glass, swallowing the elixir in one gulp.

      Kree watched the muscles in his throat work. There wasn’t a part of him that didn’t fascinate her. She’d heard the stories — all children were raised on tales of the horrors visited on the Druma as they gained their ranks. A full Druma warrior endured the worst conditioning possible to achieve status.

      Her gaze fell to the tattoo that began on the back of his hand, winding around his wrist to disappear up his sleeve. Sections of the intricate design were added as they moved along in their training. Each piece meant the bearer endured months of horrific exercises to strengthen their resolve.

      “Do you want to see it?” Amusement curved the corners of his mouth, made his eyes sparkle.

      “No. I want to leave.”

      “That’s not going to happen. I haven’t spent the better part of a month tracking you, to let you go.”

      “What are your plans, then?” The pounding in her temples was so bad she had to lie back down on the bed.

      “I’d rather show you, but first we have to get to the Fassin Plains.”

      The Fassin Plains? The thought intrigued. “What’s there?”

      “You’ll see when we get there.” The theocrats were known for impaling their enemies and leaving their bodies out in the desert to rot or be picked on by carrion birds. Some gods were definitely of a lower tolerance than others. And to think her countrymen brought the theocrats in to save their country from economic and cultural ruin. If she was going to be taken to the Plains and sacrificed to an angry god, she’d rather not do so willingly.

      The Fassin Plains were at least a full day and night’s ride from Kemar City, and outside the direct jurisdiction of the theocrats. The Plains rested in a neutral zone where three countries converged. If he indeed took her to the Plains, she’d have a chance to escape and possibly survive this abduction ordeal.

      “Will you take a shot of medicinal? The headache will ease with it.”

      Was that worry she saw in his golden gaze? No, it couldn’t be. Since when did Druma warriors care about anyone that was outside their tightly knit society?

      The elixir hadn’t killed him, but that proved nothing. Building immunity to poisons was probably part of his training.

      She shook her head in refusal.

      He didn’t heed her signal and brought more of the sickly sweet-smelling potion. He dipped his finger in the liquid, his gaze never leaving hers. With sensual precision he painted her bottom lip.

      “Lick it, Kree. Just a small taste.”

      Warmth penetrated her skin.

      The temptation to run her tongue along her lower lip settled like a compulsion in her belly. Desire swam with confusion in her soul. Potent sexuality lived in every one of his movements and gestures. He’d be an unforgettable lover.

      His gaze settled on her mouth. As if it had taken on a will of its own, her tongue sneaked out between her lips and licked at the sugary substance. He growled then dipped his finger back into the cordial glass. This time he painted her top lip in the same manner.

      “It’s better the second time,” he reassured her. His voice had gone thick and low, a caress of sound against her face.

      She didn’t even have to wait for his invitation this time. The liquid tasted of ambrosia on her tongue. Besides the flavor and heat, she noticed the merest hint of relief in her pained head.

      “What is this stuff?” She suppressed the urge to paint his lips and lick it off him.

      His pupils dilated as if he’d read her hot thoughts. “Itanie. It’s made by the Druma chieftain’s family.”

      “You called it a medicinal. Is it a painkiller?”

      He gave her a lopsided grin as he slid closer to her. “It has many uses. Painkiller. Anti-anxiety. Aphrodisiac.”

      Like he needed one? She’d noticed the ridged outline of his cock since she’d first laid eyes on him. Did he survive on this itanie? Drink it like water?

      That still didn’t explain why her body had responded in kind. Obviously, he hadn’t given her the drug while she was out cold. Otherwise she wouldn’t have come to with a head that felt like a working anvil.

      “More?” He held the glass up in front of her face.

      Kree refused. Not only did she want to avoid ripping her clothes off and demanding he fuck her like a beast, she wanted to retain control of her senses. Anything less and she might end up dead yet. “It’s taken the edge off the pain adequately.”

      That only made him smile more. “Good. Now we can start the torture.” He moved closer.

      Kree sank into the mattress, trying to get away from him. His gaze traced the planes of her face. This close she felt every vibration of his aura, as if he touched her. Fire scorched her insides. Made it hard to breathe.

      She couldn’t imagine the strength of her reaction with the collar off. The soft fabric of her borrowed clothes made her uncomfortable. There were too many layers between them now.

      Kree let her gaze fall into his.

      Trapped, she tried to look away and found it impossible. That gaze of his was like a golden snare. His attention absolute.

      “What’s your name?” The question came out in a low puff of air between her lips.

      He stilled above her. “Eavan.”

      It meant “morning sun” in an old Fassin dialect. Such an odd name for a warrior. His mother must have been a romantic at heart. His breath was warm and sweet from the elixir. It stirred the hair around her face as he rubbed his cheek over hers. Unable to deny herself closer contact, Kree arched her back. Her breasts rubbed against his hard chest. A deep moan pulsed along her skin. Control slipped.

      Their mouths fused together as if a magnetic force pulled them. Sparks shot through her body. Electricity flowed in a raging river through her veins. Eavan gathered her in his arms, holding her tightly. For the first time since the fall of the Genoquios government, Kree felt something more than fear. Something deeper than rage.

      Was this his brand of torture? Feeding her drops of a potent painkilling-aphrodisiac then using it to his advantage? Did he think he could make love to her then force her to spill all her secrets?

      Make love to her and her powers might surface enough to break through the blocks created by the security collar. Didn’t he realize sex was how the Sophites got their powers?

      Her clit throbbed. The need for relief sang in her blood. If he tried to make love to her, she had no resistance.

      He moved down her body, using his tongue along the pulse of her throat.

      “I can smell your desire,” he breathed.

      No doubt he could. Her loose pants were soaked, she was so wet. It was bad enough before he gave her the aphrodisiac. Now she was in agony to have him inside her. He passed a thumb over her distended nipple, the soft nap of her shirt the only barrier to his touch. It was even more erotic being covered than if he’d touched her bare skin. He moved his fingers to her back, tracing a line down her spine. Tingles erupted in their wake.

      She arched up to get closer to him. Her actions dictated by the needs of her body. Her mind and body warred. Intellectually, she knew she shouldn’t feel desire for him. His kind had killed her sisters. He’d hit her with a stunner set to full. But as her mind attempted to convince her to push him away, desire moved her closer to him. Sopha, if he didn’t get inside her in the next few minutes she was going to blow like a powder keg. He lifted the bottom of her shirt, over her rib cage.

      “You need to have the edge taken off.” Judging from the size of the erection behind the soft leather of his pants, he needed a little edging himself.

      He pulled the shirt over her head. “Beautiful.”

      The awe in his voice surprised her. What was his game? Shock ran through her body as he pulled one of the crimson swags and wrapped it around her arm, securing it in place. “What are you doing?”

      “Didn’t you ask me to torture you?” His smile was every bit as wicked as the look in his eyes.

      Excitement filled her. Her chest rose and fell with each heated breath. After he repeated the process with the other arm, he bent his head forward for a long drugging kiss. His lips made love to hers, even as she begged him with her own hungry mouth to do more.

      He tore away from her, moving down her body, sweeping his tongue over the surface of her skin. He stopped to circle her nipples slowly. Oh so painfully slow.

      “Please, Eavan.”

      He stopped and raised his head. His nostrils flared, eyes grew intense. “Say my name again.”

      “Eavan.”

      Without another word he continued down her body, stripping the cotton pants from her lower half. Kree watched in fascination as he tied each of her legs with the remaining swags. She didn’t know how he managed it, but he tied her legs in such a way they were spread wide, knees up and bent. When she tried to move, the brass ring where the material was connected to the ceiling pulled tighter, forcing her to remain still.

      She was well and truly bound.

      The room seemed an inferno. Heat seared her all the way to the core. Perspiration glistened on her torso.
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