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        Someone wants to take her magic

      

      

      Sophie is in danger... but she refuses to believe it. She thinks her magic makes her invincible, but her magic is what the insurrectionists want. They want to take it. Use it. Kill with it.

      Reed, her new bodyguard, is determined to make sure that doesn't happen. He vows to protect her, even if it costs his life or, worse yet, his heart.

      

      Contains: a sexy bodyguard; a determined witch with a deadly magic; an overprotective uncle; an unexpected trip to Hawaii; sexy times; and a bunch of chocolate (aka ambrosia).
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        ABOUT THE WARLOCK PRINCE’S GUARDS

      

      

      When North America's most prominent warlock prince creates a mysterious task force, rumors are inevitable. Some people call them the Dark Guards. Some people call them his own personal militia. Some people call them the first step toward making his own empire. The only thing everyone knows for certain is this: The Warlock Prince’s Guards are a fierce group of specialists with unique and powerful magics. And that seems like a pretty good reason to worry...
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      REED

      Marchand Testing Facility, France

      

      Was this a test?

      It felt like a fucking test.

      Reed West couldn't think of any other reason he'd need to stand inside this room. Everyone would be safer if he was in the hallway, where guards were typically stationed. If something went wrong, he could be told through the audio feed in his earpiece.

      No attendance required until necessary.

      So, yeah. This was probably a test. He'd known it was a possibility when he'd been transferred here. He'd heard the rumors. Even if being a guinea pig wasn't in his official job description, it happened. It was what people like them did to people like him.

      Sweat pricked along his hairline as he worked to maintain his calm.

      The office or lab or whatever they called this place other than "Room 4" was too bright. Artificially so. Was it always like this or had they done this just to make him uneasy? No one was overtly watching him, but that didn't mean that he wasn't being monitored. Just like one of the inmates.

      Magic pulsed in the air. It could be directed at him. He wasn't sure.

      And now this place was making him paranoid on top of everything else.

      Great. Just great.

      He stood with his back to the unadorned white wall beside the only exit in the uncomfortably small room. He gritted his teeth, ignoring the tension stroking the back of his neck. His gaze darted over the walls. Instinct made him look for another way out. Just in case. Even if there wasn't an obvious escape route other than the door.

      What kind of idiot designed a place like this with one fucking exit?

      These brainiacs didn't have any common sense. Just because the inmates were in a different building, all the way across an expanse of pristine, snow-covered lawn, didn't mean that the people here were safe. Of course, these freaks were also the ones who'd insisted he stand inside the room rather than guard it in the hall like any sane person would request.

      Yeah, no common sense.

      Par for the fucking course. These idiots didn't seem to realize guards shouldn't be messed with either. Not if they wanted to be kept safe.

      Flickering monitors lined the walls, showing grainy video feeds of the facility's current residents. The sounds accompanying the images were turned down low, transforming the screams of agony and torture into haunting whispers. He held his hands behind his back, like he was standing at ease in an army drill… except for his clenched fists, which no one could see. At a cursory glance, no one would guess he hated everything about being here.

      Reed kept his eyes trained ahead, narrowing his focus to a brown smudge on the far wall. He didn't need to see what was on those monitors. He didn't need any more nightmares in his head.

      He had enough of those already.

      The scientists—or did they call themselves doctors?—in their crisp white lab coats were clustered around the screens showing one particular patient: Sophia Dawes.

      "She no look like principessa now, sì?" one scientist whispered to his colleague. His accent betrayed him as coming from Italy. It wasn't only the inmates who came from all over to be here. This place was a haven for research and social conditioning, according to the slick administrator who'd given him a tour of the place on his first day.

      Right.

      Those were just fancy ways to say state-condoned experimentation and torture.

      "Turn up volume on feed to her cell," another said. This one spoke with another foreign accent. "She look like she sleep. No good."

      Reed wished they'd speak in any language but English, as disjointed as some of it was. He didn't want to know how they planned to torment her. But, of course, they didn't care what he wanted.

      The facility may be in France, but English was the predominant language used. The security, in particular, was mostly made up of former Coalition Army soldiers. Just like him. Although most of these guys weren't career soldiers, most had only lasted a few years, if that. And only a couple of them had seen any action. Still, the majority of them were used to getting orders in English, so sticking to that language made for fewer mistakes. But the researchers didn't need to keep speaking English; that they did now was just another indication that this was some kind of test.

      "She'll get moldy bread for her next meal," another said after flipping through the paper file he held. "Bet she's never had that before."

      Several of them laughed.

      Sick bastards.

      As if echoing his thoughts, a voice swore through his earpiece.

      "Shit, what's that?" another of the security guards exclaimed in his ear. The voice was familiar. It was one of the guys who sat in the control booth and monitored the security cameras.

      Reed tensed. Ears straining for more information. Any information. Papers rustled loudly through the feed. Rapid clicks followed, like someone was typing frantically on a keyboard.

      A loud inhale betrayed someone's surprise. Perhaps shock.

      "Did you see it?"

      "What was that?"

      Was it an intruder? Why weren't they saying more? Reed ground his teeth together, barely resisting the urge to storm to the control room and take over. Where was their CO?

      "Fuck. It's in the hallway by the labs now." The urgency in another guard's voice betrayed his worry. Whatever they saw, it wasn't an ordinary visitor.

      Reed spun toward the door. He reached for the numbing and defense potions he usually carried, but of course his pouches were empty. Weapons like that weren't allowed inside the facility. He cursed and pulled out his gun instead. At least they'd been allowed firearms, even though most witches and warlocks, aka WaWs, considered firearms an inadequate defense against magic.

      He glanced back at the scientists. His sudden movement had drawn their attention. They eyed him curiously but didn't register any alarm, even when they saw his gun. One man had his pen poised, ready to jot down notes. Yeah. That just confirmed his suspicions about being a test subject.

      "You," he said, pointing at the nearest woman, "lock the door behind me." She looked ready to protest his order, so he motioned to his earpiece. "Something's happening. An intruder."

      Her eyes widened behind her spectacles, but she nodded hastily.

      Then he slowly opened the door and peered into the austere colorless corridor. The dull lights hummed overhead. No strangers. No friendlies. Just worn tiles and scuffed walls.

      The voices in his ear were growing urgent. "Anyone see the intruder now?" "We lost them." "How did they get in?" "Why are they here?"

      Considering this place held some of the most dangerous witches and warlocks in the world, the security was a joke. He had half a mind to call his old general and beg the Coalition Army to take over the place. They needed discipline here. Order. Not a bunch of greenhorns. Not panic and chaos at an intruder alert. But Ares only knew what the army would do if they found someone with a useful magic while here.

      More incoherent and utterly useless questions choked the feed.

      He fought the impulse to rip the transmitter from his ear so he could concentrate. He might miss something important. If only they'd keep the chatter down to what was actually important. He wanted to tell them as much, but his feed only went one way.

      Reed inhaled deeply as he moved down the corridor. He didn't scent anything unusual, but his magics didn't enhance his senses so that wasn't entirely reliable. Behind him, the door to the room he'd just exited slammed shut and a loud click told him the door was locked now. It wouldn't keep anyone out for long, but hopefully it'd be enough.

      "The door to the records room is open," someone in an authoritative tone said. "West, get your ass over there."

      Finally, something useful.

      Reed rushed through the quiet, empty hallways toward the room in question. The two guards who were typically posted at the door lay sprawled across the floor. Unmoving. Their weapons were still holstered, like they had been taken by surprise. Maybe by someone they trusted.

      It was too much… Too close to what had happened before… When…

      No. He couldn't let his head go there.

      Reed's heartbeats crashed together. He couldn't stay here. He had to move.

      Someone screamed. Shrill. Close. Full of fear. He ducked and spun, pointing his gun down the hallway he'd just run.

      Empty.

      What the—?

      He inhaled sharply again and this time something in the air scorched his nostrils. He sneezed as his blood tingled. Ares' ballocks. Something had activated his resiliency magic to heal him. His skin burned as his body fought an invisible attack. Where was it coming from? He narrowed his eyes. What was he missing? Then he saw it. A fine dust sparkled in the air.

      Poison.

      Fuck.

      He pushed his face into the crook of his arm.

      Another scream…

      He braced his gun in his hands and scanned the hall again.

      No one was there. Just a hallucination. A fucking hallucination. It had to be the dust.

      He cursed silently.

      His hand trembled—not enough that anyone could see on the camera feed, but enough for him to sense his control unravelling. He gripped the gun tighter. His magic, like a thousand, minute needles, pierced his exposed skin from the inside out, as if driving the toxins from his body cell by cell. He'd been through worse, but that didn't make it easy.

      He blinked hard against the tears in his eyes. He didn't fight them. Each tear washed more of the poison away. When his vision cleared, he inched forward. He'd lost precious seconds, but alerting the intruder by stumbling blindly forward would have been stupid.

      More screams filled the air. The scent of blood clogged his nostrils. And his magic churned harder under his skin.

      Sweat beaded along his forehead and over his chest. He itched to wipe it away but he couldn't risk the distraction. He glanced at the guards on the floor, nearing them carefully in case there was another trap. Their limbs twisted at unnatural angles and blood pooled on the polished white tiles in haloes around their heads. One of them turned to him.

      It was Helen. Fuck. They'd had coffee together that morning. She'd shown him pictures of her daughter's wedding. Her eyes had sparkled when she'd talked about her daughter-in-law's speech. Her eyes didn't sparkle now. They just stared blankly at him. Dull. Lifeless. Dead. Bile flooded his mouth.

      He swallowed it down.

      Was it another image from his mind? Or was it real? He forced himself to blink.

      Helen was back to the position he'd found her in. He blinked again. It took him a long dangerous moment to realize her chest rose and fell evenly. And now the blood was gone too.

      Just unconscious. Not dead.

      Reed shook his head and looked again. Just to be sure. Helen was still breathing.

      It'd been another hallucination.

      There were too many ways a chemical could invade his body. He couldn't protect himself against all of them, but he held his breath and hoped it'd help.

      He had no choice but to move forward and pray his magics would protect him. His skin rippled as his body worked to clean out more of the toxins and clear his mind.

      "Where in Hades are they?" a voice muttered.

      "Anyone there, West?" another man's voice called in his ear.

      Perspiration trickled down his neck, but he forced himself to step over the guards, avoiding the blood—imaginary or not, he didn't want to step in it.

      A quick scan of the records room told him he was too late. Folders and files lay scattered across the floor. The facility manager had told him paper files were safer because they couldn't be hacked. The implication being that paper files were infallible. Reed shook his head. Idiots.

      But what did the intruder want?

      It'd take too long to sort through the mess on the floor to see what was missing. He stepped closer. Only one folder was open on the desk. A ragged edged piece of paper showed where a page had been ripped out, but the rest of the file appeared intact. He grabbed it and skimmed the contents.

      Princess Sophia's picture was stapled to the inside of the manila folder. The photo had been taken when she'd been admitted, and even the clinical utilitarian lighting and background couldn't diminish her natural beauty. She was stunning, just as a princess should be. She had a determined tilt to her chin, which made sense. She'd checked herself into this place voluntarily. It was the only facility equipped to test her and provide documentation that would free her of the iron gauntlet she'd worn since her magic had manifested.

      He doubted she'd had any idea what she was signing up for when she arrived. Her magic might be deadly, but these scientists were sadistic and brutal. They played with people's minds with no remorse or care.

      Reed was duty bound to protect everyone in the facility, but Princess Sophia was different. She was more. More vulnerable. More important. More precious. He didn't understand the protective instincts whipping through him. After all, he'd never met the woman. Maybe it was because he'd grown up reading about her, feeling sorry for her, feeling some kind of imaginary kinship…

      And if she was who the intruder wanted, Reed wouldn't stop his pursuit until she was safe.

      He dropped the file and bolted for the door. He didn't look down at the guards this time, just jumped over their bodies. He couldn't help them anyway—he wasn't a medic—but he could still help the princess.

      The intruder had a head start to the other building, but Reed had the advantage now. He didn't have to avoid the cameras like his prey did. And his inherited magic was superior strength, which made him faster than the average soldier.

      He hoped it was enough. It had to be.

      The building with the holding cells had two entrances. Reed ran for the closest one. More bodies lay sprawled on the ground. He refused to look at them. He couldn't allow the distraction if there was more of that dust in the air.

      Years of training flowed through him. He knew what to do. He would eliminate the threat. There was no other option. He prayed he wasn't too late to protect the princess.

      The other guards had the means to defend themselves, but she was trapped in a cell, in isolation. Due to the deadly nature of her magic, the entire wing had been evacuated when she'd arrived. No one would hear her screams, making her an easy target.

      The metal security doors lay wide open. He ducked inside. Ahead of him, leading to the left, were the faint outlines of wet footprints from where the intruder tracked in snow with their boots. Unsurprisingly, they led toward the princess.

      The bastard wasn't trying for stealth now. That wasn't good.

      Reed sprinted down the hall. Unlike the plain white-walled building that housed the scientists, this one was all about shadows and darkness. This was where nightmares were manufactured. As he ran, he stayed close to the wall where the shadows were the thickest.

      The princess's iron door lay ahead. Was he too late?

      A rustle of fabric whispered through the eerie quiet. He wasn't alone. He sucked in a breath and braced for the hallucinogen as he spun toward the sound. Instead of being hit with a dusting of poison, a body slammed into him, driving him into the brick wall. His ribs crunched under the impact. His gun fell from his hand, clattered across the floor and slid into the deepest shadows.

      He grunted in surprise.

      Then his lips twisted into a cruel smile. If this guy thought he could take Reed in hand-to-hand combat, he had no idea what he was up against. Reed had him now. Magic and satisfaction surged through him. Ignoring the pain in his ribs, he fought his attacker, meeting blow for blow. They whirled in a violent dance through the corridor. Something metallic scraped across the bare concrete floor. His gun probably. Reed didn't stop to look.

      More grunts echoed across the bare walls.

      The bastard was good. But not as good as Reed. Already he could sense the guy fatiguing.

      The rumble of running footsteps filled the air. They were still in the main hallway but they were coming in fast. He didn't need the reinforcements to take this guy down in a hand-to-hand fight, but it never hurt to have someone at his back. The invader cursed; obviously he'd heard Reed's back-up coming too.

      "Fuck you," the man shouted, his accent on those few syllables betraying him as someone from either Canada or the US.

      Then a blinding light filled the air around the man, burning Reed's eyes. Reed's muscles seized as electricity zinged over him. Whatever hit him, it wasn't magic, but the shock was effective just the same. It froze him. Every nerve in his body sizzled and burned. His back arched. His teeth clenched, slicing into his tongue and filling his mouth with blood.

      Then it was over, and the intruder was running away.

      Even as he slumped to the bare, dirty floor, Reed's magic chugged through him, already working to repair the damage. His muscles convulsed. Every curse he'd ever learned tumbled over his bloodied and abused tongue. Reed struggled to stand… to pursue… but the man was gone.

      The other guards crashed into the hallway.

      "That way," Reed commanded hoarsely before spitting out a mouthful of blood.

      In his earpiece, the other guards spoke rapidly in the control room. They'd lost the intruder. Again.

      "Fucking idiots," he muttered.

      Reed pushed himself to a standing position, hating that he had to use the wall to steady himself. His resiliency magic was already repairing his injuries, but given the damage, it'd take a while before he was fully healed. But he supposed he was lucky. Any other person would have been dead by now. As he staggered to the princess's door, his foot hit something. The object spun from the shadows.

      His gun? No. The shape was wrong.

      He bent down, slower than he'd have liked, and picked up the unfamiliar object. He turned it over in his hand. A glove. One made of iron. Just like the one the princess had been wearing when she'd been admitted to the facility.

      Which meant the intruder hadn't been interested in assassinating the royal… he'd wanted to kidnap her.

      Did that mean she was okay?

      Reed lurched toward her cell. When his hand found the iron latch to her door—it didn't even have a lock, just a mechanism that prevented it from being opened from the inside—he took a steadying breath. It looked untouched.

      His hand rested on the latch, but he paused. He would look like shit after the fight. He hoped he didn't scare her into doing something… drastic, like unleash her magic on him.

      "Officer West," the voice in his ear shouted. "Stop."

      Reed stepped under the anemic glow of the single light so the camera at the end of the hall would pick up what he was doing. He pointed at the door, then made an "okay" sign. He followed with a thumbs-up. This one-way feed was ridiculous. The last thing he should be doing in this situation was a pantomime. There was a lengthy pause, which he interpreted as agreement. He moved toward the door.

      A shrill siren screamed to life. Reed shook his head. It was too late to announce the intruder now. The bastard was long gone.

      "We'll bring you protective gear," the voice in his ear said. "Stay where you are. That's an order."

      He needed this job or he would have ignored the command. Presumably the scientists were still watching and would know if something was wrong with the princess, but Reed wouldn't trust that alone. Video feeds could be manipulated. He needed to see for himself she was okay.

      A few minutes later, a young security guard came rushing into the hallway with a white hazmat suit. Reed rolled his eyes but put the gear on. Each twist of his body made his injuries throb and ache, but he forced himself to do it anyway. He could rest soon enough.

      Finally he was ready.

      As he moved toward the door, the young guard bolted from the hallway like Cerberus was snapping at his heels.

      "And tell them to turn off the cursed alarm," Reed yelled after the guy.
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      SOPHIE

      The shriek of the security alarm ricocheted through the bleak institutional hallways and into her cell.

      "Make it stop. Blessed goddess, please make it stop," Sophie prayed. The words dragged over her raw throat.

      But her prayers were ignored, and the noise didn't stop.

      She crawled to the corner of her room and pressed her filthy hands over her ears, but nothing helped. Tears streamed down her face as she rocked herself.

      When would this end?

      She had to be nearing the end of her time here, but she couldn't be sure. Four weeks hadn't seemed long when she'd made the decision to commit herself to the facility, but it'd become an eternity. Time as a whole, whether it was daytime or nighttime, had no meaning in this darkened cell. Everything was controlled by someone… the same someone who watched her through all those little cameras.

      The end had to be close, though. Just a few more days. Then she would be free.

      Please let it be days, not weeks.

      Goddess, she was so tired.

      If only they'd let her rest…

      The alarm cut off, shocking her with its sudden silence. Then voices came over the speakers again, just as they had before the alarm sounded. Eerie, bodiless voices.

      "Sophie, the Plague Princess," they chanted in sing-song taunts. "Kills 'em dead."

      Over and over. Through the taunts, Sophie was sure she heard her mother's sobs. They still haunted her. They always would. But this sounded like a recording.

      A new sound… a clang at her door… made her cringe. Her eyes sprang open. Oh, goddess, no. Her gaze darted to the door. What would they try to get her to kill?

      The door opened. Her heart pounded. Hard and fast. Like it wanted to burst from her body. She squeezed her eyes shut again.

      Another clang as the door shut.

      She stole a quick look.

      A figure moved through the shadows toward her. It wasn't a beast… but a person.

      She wanted to scream at them to stop, but no sound came out.

      They kept walking toward her. When they crouched beside her, she pushed deeper into the corner.

      "No," she said, finally making her throat work. "Please. Don't."

      Didn't they know she was everything the voices said?

      Arms reached for her. She recoiled, but she didn't lash out. She tucked her deformed hand between her legs, hiding it, and stared at the intruder.

      The person's large body—it had to be a man given the width of his shoulders—was encased in a white protective suit, like the ones she'd seen people wear in movies about epidemics. A darkly tinted mask hid the person's features; even their eyes were obscured by the curved plastic. But she knew that wouldn't save them.

      She was a monster.

      Witches and warlocks had two magical skills: an inherited one and a gifted one. The inherited one was passed down from parent to child, and with each generation the potency of the magic faded. The gifted magic was passed directly from a god or goddess. And those were a crap shoot. No one but the inhabitants of sacred Olympus could control which skills were gifted to whom. And their gifted magics were powerful and undiluted.

      Her inherited skill was a third-generation healing magic from her mother. That one was very socially acceptable. But her other? Not so much. Her gifted skill was the ability to give someone the plague.

      The freaking plague!

      And it was a messy plague complete with boils, blood and excruciating pain. It always ended in death. Always. Apollo, the sun god himself, had made sure Sophie could defend herself. With lethal force.

      The facility here was trying to tempt her into using that magic. And if they succeeded, she'd never be allowed the freedom she craved. She would forever have her magic bound. She'd be vulnerable. No better than a magicless Castor's Kind at defending herself. And her steps would be dogged by security guards for the rest of her life.

      But how could they send a man in here? A living human being? If she killed him…

      "Please," she sobbed again. "Go."

      The strange intruder gestured, extending his hands to her. As if to beckon her to him. As if he would touch her. Like her magics didn't matter. Like her magics were normal.

      But nothing about her was normal. And she hadn't been since the fateful day her gifted magic developed. It had erupted from her child-sized hand at a friend's birthday party and it—no, not it… she—had spewed death.

      She shook her head.

      He couldn't want that. He'd never offer such a thing if he knew.

      After all, she was the Plague Princess. The Princess of Death. With one thought, she could kill him with a flutter of her mangled hand.
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      REED

      Reed eyed the quivering woman huddled on the floor. She looked like shit, but he wasn't sure if that was part of her officially sanctioned torture or if it was something else.

      Had the intruder come in here? He hadn't had time, had he?

      Reed reached for her, needing to know if she was injured. He stifled a groan as his broken ribs pinched. Her frantic eyes went wild at the faint sound. She shook her head vigorously at him. Her greasy brown hair writhed through the air like Medusa's serpents.

      He hoped that meant he'd caught the bastard in time. He knelt on the floor beside her and studied her. He let his gaze wander over her carefully, assessing and cataloging everything about her appearance. Her jumpsuit was stained, but the stains didn't look recent. They didn't look like blood. Smudges of dirt and sweat streaked her face, but her fine cheekbones and soft skin didn't look swollen or cut. The anxiety he'd been carrying since discovering she was the intruder's target eased a little. She was this way—dirty and stained—because of the scientists in the other building, not the intruder. He was sure of it.

      But that didn't mean she looked healthy.

      This was some messed-up shit. He'd been in the Coalition Army for half his life and this was the most fucked-up assignment he'd ever been on. He'd thought a post in a civilian facility would be easy.

      He'd been wrong.

      He'd been seconded for this crap just four weeks ago and he was already done. Years of dedication to the Coalition eroded in just a single month.

      He understood why this place was important. Really, he did. He also knew why he'd been recruited. Given what'd happened on his last assignment, he wasn't much use to the army anymore, and his gifted and inherited magics seemed perfect for a stint like this. On paper at least.

      But it wasn't for him.

      Since he'd arrived, he'd barely gotten a wink's more sleep than the woman cowering at his feet and he wasn't even an inmate here.

      Someone with an alphabet's worth of letters behind their name figured people with destructive magics had to be pushed to their limits to see what they would do under duress. In theory, Reed could see the logic. But that didn't mean he agreed with it or would willingly participate. Nope. He wasn't cut out for this. He could never condone torturing innocents. He was a soldier. He'd sworn an oath to protect people.

      Sure, he'd seen his share of evil in his life, but this princess wasn't one of them. She had been denied sleep, basic hygiene, and sufficient food for days now… It wasn't humane. Now that he'd actually laid eyes on what they'd done to her, he didn't even care if he lost his army pension, which was saying a lot. He needed that money. But he wasn't going to stand by and watch an innocent woman be tortured.

      Instinct made him draw nearer. Despite it having failed him once, he trusted it now. And it told him to help the princess. He couldn't leave her suffering like this. He had to do something. Screw protocol.

      He pulled the protective white glove from his hand.

      "Don't do that," a voice warned him through his earbud.

      Screw that too.

      He reached for the woman with his bare hand. She cringed.

      Was he as bad as all that?

      Maybe.

      He paused, uncertain for the first time since entering her cell. Could she see inside his soul?

      No. He'd read her file. Her magics didn't work that way. She could heal or she could kill, but she couldn't do anything else to him. And although he'd long since accepted he would die for the Coalition if he had to, he was sure that day wouldn't be today.

      So he followed her as she retreated. When his hand made contact with her, she gasped. Her whole body convulsed as she recoiled from him.

      "Stay away." Her whisper was hoarse. She tried to squeeze deeper into the corner. Zeus, she was more afraid of herself than him.

      He'd seen the video from her assessment when she was a child. It was standard protocol for the guards to know the details of an inmate's skills. If she decided to release her gifted magic on him, he would suffer a painful and gruesome death, but he wrapped his hand around her forearm anyway.

      She froze.

      Her bloodshot eyes widened with surprise, but she let him lift her arm, this was the one that wielded her deadly magic. Her hand dangled limply. Broken and dirty fingernails capped each grubby finger. A strangled moan erupted from the back of her throat when he brushed her scarred skin with his thumb. He'd seen the gauntlet she'd been forced to wear since she was a little girl. The iron encasement, very like the one he'd discovered in the hallway, must have rubbed her skin raw in the beginning, until the soft vulnerable layers scabbed over. Nothing remained now but twisted ruined flesh.

      He could easily imagine the tears she would have shed. The pain. He understood that. Better than most.

      But the princess hadn't just suffered physically.

      Her mother had kicked her out. According to her file, the woman only saw her once a year, leaving her daughter's upbringing and care to her brother, Prince Reginald, who'd moved to the other side of the world. To the Americas. Not far from where Reed had grown up actually.

      Reed had been raised without much affection thrown his way too. Even before his magics came, his childhood hadn't been easy, so he hadn't missed it when his mother had shunned him later. The princess, though, would have led a pretty charmed life until her magic arrived. At least with him, he hadn't known what he was missing. Not really. Well, except his grandmother, he supposed. He'd lived with her periodically from the time that his magic had manifested to when he'd joined the army. His stays with her usually coincided with the first few weeks after his mother got a new boyfriend. Then, before too long, his mother would come and grab him again, complaining that she needed him to live with her so she could collect the checks from the government to get food or pay the bills. The money usually went to booze and cigarettes. But his grandmother had done what she could during those stays. Not that it had added up to much. The woman had been the one to raise his mother after all.

      Reed turned the princess's delicate hand so her grimy palm faced him. She yanked it back, pulling against his hold, but he didn't let her escape. Her fingers were curled like little claws, likely frozen in that shape after so many years of disuse.

      "West," the voice in his ear warned, "these actions are not authorized. If you become ill from this reckless behavior, your insurance will be void."

      Yeah. Whatever.

      The princess's gaze darted over his mask. She wouldn't see his eyes through the protective gear, and he didn't want to risk removing it. If he revealed himself now, she might retreat even further. His mother had told him his eyes lacked a soul. That he was nothing but a monster. The fragile princess didn't need to see that.

      He nodded slowly, encouraging her to trust him. Trust herself. Then he lifted his other hand and cradled her tortured flesh in his cupped hands.

      She stared at him. Her mouth gaped.

      "Who are you?"

      Gradually, he shifted his hands. She closed her eyes, squeezing out a single tear, but she didn't try to stop him or pull away again. When his palm pressed against hers, she whimpered. Then, with a shuddering sob, she opened her eyes and stared at their linked hands.

      "I. Am. So. Sorry," she said between hiccupping sobs.

      He squeezed her hand slightly and shook his head. She had nothing to apologize for. He hated that she felt she did.

      Then she peered up at his mask again. "Why do you want to die?"

      He shook his head again.

      "Retreat, West," the voice in his ear commanded. "Now. Go to the decontamination room."

      He didn't move. Some orders were more imperative than others. This wasn't one of them. He sat with her until her tears subsided and her breathing settled to a normal rhythm.

      Even then he was loath to release her hand.

      It was ridiculous. Crazy.

      She wasn't the monster here. He was.

      And he wanted everyone to know it.

      She reached for him then, with her unscarred hand, and leaned close as if trying to penetrate the obscurity lent by his mask and see the man beneath.

      No. She didn't need to see that.

      He retreated and she let him go. His fingers pulled across her rough palm, reinforcing one last time that she did not scare him.

      When he exited the room, he didn't go to the decontamination room, nor did he return to observation room where he'd been stationed when the intruder had first been announced. He strode down the long green-brown hallways with their diluted yellowish light. When he turned down a wing that had other inmates, desperate moans followed him as he passed the cells. He didn't stop for anyone.

      At the main control gate, there was a delay. In his earpiece, he heard them decide that he must not have the plague. If he had it, he'd be dead already. An unseen security guard triggered the lock. At least someone was still watching over the facility. He'd half expected everyone to be following the intruder's cold trail.

      The lingering stench of the place followed him as he stepped outside. Gods, he needed air. Fresh, clean air. He yanked the mask from his face. He breathed deeply and fought down the urge to run.

      Then he stripped out of the rest of the protective gear and tossed it to the ground. He welcomed the bite of the cold winter air as it grabbed at his exposed skin. Everything out here reminded him of where he was: the sea of frozen gray asphalt, the barbed wire atop the security fence, the camera focusing on him as he leaned against the concrete wall... He flipped them the bird. No sense hiding how much he hated it here. The sickness of this place clutched at him. It could suck the soul out of anyone, especially someone as tender as that princess inside.

      The Coalition Army was a huge, global organization. There was always lots of shit to do. There had to be something other than this.

      He dragged his hand over his face.

      A lot of shit decisions and events had led to this point. A few weeks ago, he'd been on a smooth slide into civilian life. He even had a security gig lined up. Then he'd been sent on this detour. He'd rather have spent his last days in weapons testing or training new recruits… Even having the bastards do scientific experiments on him would have been better than this.

      His profile should have told them he wasn't cut out for psychological games. It didn't matter whether they were being performed by him or to him or near him. His inherited and gifted magics had made him a man of action and he liked it that way.

      This mind fuck shit was not for him. But if he quit now, he'd forfeit his meager army pension and that was the only thing keeping his mother in her care home. She was a screw-up as a parent, but that didn't mean she hadn't fed and clothed him. He owed her at least that much in return. It was his fault, after all, that she was scared of him.

      He shook his head.

      He wasn't sure what he'd done to piss off the Warlock General and his cronies, but it must have been bad if this was his punishment. His last assignment had imploded, and people were killed under his watch, but he'd been cleared of all charges. Maybe someone still held a grudge. As they should, the voice in his head reminded him. He'd failed to keep his team safe. He'd trusted the wrong person.

      He pressed his back against the cold rough wall and stared at the clouds shooting across the heavens above him. The facility might be in the middle of the French countryside, but the view from here, once you looked past the barricades, could be anywhere in the northern hemisphere in winter, with bared deciduous trees and dirty slushy roads. Even with the ever-present reminders that they were in a secure facility, he figured the princess would like it out here. He'd love to see the look on her face when she breathed fresh air again.

      The patients' care wasn't his concern though. He couldn't get attached to them. They were all there for a reason. Even her.

      Sophia Dawes.

      A princess with a fuck load of deadly magic.

      He shuddered. It was a good thing that someone like her, a purebred royal, had been given that deadly magic by Apollo. A lot of the small Witch and Warlock villages in the old countries were still scared of strong magics, but deadly magics made everyone jumpy. No one talked about it, but children disappeared every year. Many of those were between the ages of four and eight, which was when witches and warlocks typically showed their gifted magics. Advocates for children's rights had damning statistics, but no one wanted to listen.

      But Sophia was blessed. She was a princess, an absolutely beautiful princess who had lived an isolated quiet life. Anyone who looked at her could see she had a gentle spirit. And the Marchand scientists were trying to break her. Her body was succumbing, but he didn't think they'd shatter her will.

      She wouldn't use her magic. He'd bet his life on that.

      Actually, that's exactly what he'd done.

      He'd seen people when they'd been about to kill. Their eyes changed. There was a firmness to their lips. It seemed the same whether they wanted to kill or were forced to kill. Once that decision had been made it showed.

      Sophie didn't display any of that.

      Killing was the furthest thing from her mind. No matter how much they tortured her, he didn't believe that would change.

      He took another deep breath and tried to remember the way she'd appeared in the last article he'd read about her in his local WaW newspaper back home, not the way she looked now. The Raven Gazette article had been speculating about her attending her cousin's wedding in England. It'd been an international headline. Someone so deadly entering a different country—even if it was the place of her birth. She'd been obligated to get a special visa for international travel. One of his former soldiers had had that visa. It was good for six months then it needed to be renewed. In those six months, though, the person could go anywhere in the world. And then she'd shown up in France two weeks after that headline, but the newspapers hadn't discovered that bit of news yet. Thank the goddess for that.

      Reed still remembered the picture accompanying the article though.

      The candid photo had been from a charity event. She'd been as beautiful as always with her shiny dark hair cascading over her shoulders, her soft smile on her lips as she listened to her uncle, who was seated at her side, and her bright blue eyes with a hint of sadness that seemed as much a part of her as everything else.

      Would she ever look like that again?

      Sure, she'd had a sadness lingering in her eyes before, but now she'd be plagued by the memories of her torture here. He wasn't sure it was worth it.

      The door opened beside him, pulling him from his musings. Steps crunched on the packed snow, announcing that two people had come out. Presumably to see him. But he didn't turn to look at the new arrivals. If they were here to give him shit, so be it. Reed wasn't going to pretend to be apologetic or anxious about something he'd do again.

      "Le voilà." He recognized the squeaky voice as belonging to Vella, the facility's receptionist. Her voice was a little higher pitched than normal, suggesting she wasn't wholly unaffected by what had happened today.

      Reed was the only one who sought solace on the back side of the building—most preferred the main entrance, where they pretended to be somewhere civilized as they enjoyed the tidy lawn and wrought iron fences—but of course everyone would know where to find him. At least ten cameras and three guards with perception magics would be staring at him right now.

      Someone cleared their throat.

      It was time to face the music of his insubordination.

      He glanced at these latest intruders. He cursed. It was the gods-cursed Warlock Prince himself. Sophia's uncle. His face was easily recognizable as the most famous warlock in the Americas. WaWs loved their royals just as much as Castor's Kind loved Kate and William or Meghan and Harry. Vella smirked at Reed before disappearing back into the facility, leaving him alone with Reginald Bryant.

      It was a little odd how normal the middle-aged man seemed with his jeans and plain white dress shirt. Clean. Polished. A touch of gray showed along his temples, but it didn't make the man look any less powerful. No, his confidence sat too easily on his shoulders to be fake. The man could do anything and he knew it.

      Reed shook his head and turned his attention back to the clouds. If this was where he was going to get his ass handed to him, he wasn't going to grovel. He hadn't begged for anything since he was six and his screams had gone unanswered. He wasn't going to start with this shitty job.

      The prince stopped and leaned against the wall beside him.

      "I came as soon as I heard about the attack," the prince said in the crisp tones of an upper-class British accent. But even as he said that, Reed remembered it was Christmas day. Perhaps the prince had planned to visit the princess for the holiday and that's why he was close. He hoped so. She needed someone to believe in her.

      But Reed didn't say anything. Until there was a question, he didn't need to.

      "I wish to personally thank you for protecting Princess Sophia."

      "It's my job," Reed muttered, uncomfortable with the gratitude. What did this guy want?

      "I'm getting to that," the man said.

      Right. The man was a mind reader.

      "Stay out of my head, your highness," Reed said.

      "Call me Reg," he said.

      Reed didn't answer.

      "I'm here to make you an offer, Mr. West. It would be in your best interest to accept."

      "If you want to do something, you need to get her out of there," Reed said.

      Reg shook his head sadly. "I can't."

      Reed scoffed. "Pretty sure you can do anything you want."

      "I can't because it isn't what Sophia would want." The prince looked Reed in the eye. "She chose to come here. She can choose to leave. Any time. She is in control of this."

      "You didn't see her in there." Reed's voice was hoarse with emotion as images of her filled his mind. He cleared his throat.

      "She can leave any time she wants. I can't save her from this and give her what she wants. She knows this. If she leaves without completing the program, she will have her magics bound forever. I will always keep her safe, but what she wants more than anything… more than her safety… is her freedom." Reg looked out across the asphalt and the barbed wire. "This is the only way."

      "That's bullshit."

      "I agree," Reg said with a sharp nod, "but I didn't come out here to talk about the injustices in the world. I came out here to offer you a job."
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      SOPHIE

      Sophie curled her left hand over her right—good over evil—savoring the memory of how the stranger's hand felt against hers. Even through her scars she had felt the warmth and strength of his fingers when he'd touched her palm. No one had touched her scarred hand since she was a child. And no one had touched her skin-to-skin in years, not since she'd become an adult.

      She'd forgotten how warm people were.

      Tears pooled in her eyes and she let them fall.

      She stared at the door, but the man didn't return.

      Instead, the taunting chants started again, but this time they were easier to take. The stranger, whoever he was, had given her hope.
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