
  
    [image: DESTINED]
  

  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  

  
    
      For my loyal readers—you make all the hours and hard work worthwhile!

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        ABOUT

      

    

    
      
        1. Old Memories

      

      
        2. Promise Me

      

      
        3. One Way or the Other

      

      
        4. No Choice

      

      
        5. Cure

      

      
        6. High Ground

      

      
        7. Just Between Us

      

      
        8. The Next Logical Choice

      

      
        9. Gifts

      

      
        10. Home

      

      
        11. Good News

      

      
        12. Haven Business

      

      
        13. Full Understanding

      

      
        14. Reunion

      

      
        15. Tour Guide

      

      
        16. Reward

      

      
        17. Sweet Memories

      

      
        18. Choices

      

      
        19. Competition

      

      
        20. Ultimate Gift

      

      
        21. Out of Harm’s Way

      

      
        22. Impossible To Get Over

      

      
        23. Welcome Back

      

      
        24. Always My Pleasure

      

      
        25. What You Want

      

      
        26. Vote

      

      
        27. Solution

      

      
        28. Contest of Wills

      

      
        29. Invasion

      

      
        30. Cut a Deal

      

      
        31. Donor

      

      
        32. Part of This World

      

      
        33. Free Will

      

      
        34. You’d Better

      

      
        35. Goodbyes

      

      
        36. Surprise Visit

      

      
        37. Prisoner

      

      
        38. Truth

      

      
        39. Let Them Speak

      

      
        40. One Last Chance

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        The Complete Designed Series

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT

          

          Destined

        

      

    

    
      Just when she was settling in at the Haven (and getting almost used to the scary but exciting idea of becoming someone’s mate) Mireya’s world is rocked by the surprise arrival of two newcomers… Daniel and Heath.

      She’s thrilled to see them both safe and sound. Her would-be mate—Elias—is definitely not.

      He suspects Heath is a spy for the evil Apollo Gideon and doesn’t trust a word he says.

      He trusts him with Mireya even less.

      And she’s not sure what to believe.

      Because not only did Heath bring some major love triangle vibes to the Gebby sanctuary, he’s also brought news of a devastating new threat to them and all the kids like them on military bases across the country. The fate of the human race may hang in the balance as well.

      In this third and final book of the Designed series, Mireya has some tough decisions to make:

      Whom should she trust?

      Which guy does she truly love?

      And how can she possibly rise to the world-defining battle she is destined to fight?

      Enjoy the story…
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      Mireya

      Darkness had fallen, and still Elias hadn’t returned to our tent.

      Outside, not one but two guards had been posted—a couple of the largest, most imposing guys under Elias’ command.

      One of them was lighting the luminex lantern hanging from a nearby branch. It served as sort of a front porch light here on our upper platform. Its solar-powered muted glow illuminated the front of the tent, causing its camo pattern to cast a mottled shadow on the tent floor.

      I stopped my pacing momentarily to turn on the lantern inside as well, though the way I was feeling, its light was barely necessary.

      My anger burned with the fire of a thousand suns.

      When Elias finally did show up, he was in for some incendiary heat—and not in a good way. In my entire life I couldn’t remember a time I’d been so furious.

      In spite of all my protests and assurances that Heath and little Daniel were no threat to me, Elias had ordered his thugs to “escort” me to our tent and keep me here until he returned from dealing with the two “intruders.”

      Based on the messenger’s description, I was sure it was Heath and Daniel who’d shown up unexpectedly—it had to be them. Now they were being held somewhere on the first level of the Haven where who knew what was happening to them.

      I hadn’t been able to get so much as a glimpse at them before I was hustled away to “safety,” though I’d tried my best.

      Elias had literally held me back. I was still steaming about it as I mentally replayed the scene.

      “Let me go, Elias,” I had demanded, attempting to peel his strong fingers from my wrist. “Unless you’re ready to give up any chance of me being your mate. You might be the leader of this place, but I’m not your property. I was under the impression mating was a voluntary thing—not slavery.”

      With clear reluctance burning in his dark brown eyes, he had finally relaxed his grip on me. The moment I was free, I had wheeled around and shot across the platform toward the next level.

      Hot on my heels, Elias insisted, “I’m not trying to control you, Miri. I’m trying to keep you safe. But you’re so determined to run headlong into the exact danger you came here to escape.”

      I threw a glance over my shoulder at his intense expression. “I wasn’t escaping Heath—I was escaping his father. I don’t know how many times I need to say it—they’re nothing alike.”

      Well, that wasn’t entirely accurate. They were both scientists, both rich and powerful titans of the tech industry, and together they ran the country’s largest corporation, Gideoncorp.

      And both of them had lied to me.

      Although in Heath’s case, it had been to protect me. He could not have been any more different in character from his father Apollo Gideon.

      Though I hadn’t been exactly thrilled to learn Heath had misled me and kept me in the dark for so long, he was the only reason I had escaped the military base I’d grown up on and made it here to the Haven.

      If it hadn’t been for Heath, I wouldn’t have even met Elias. My would-be mate should have been grateful to him.

      I was certainly grateful to Heath—he’d saved my life. And as I’d tried to explain to Elias, if Heath was here, with his little brother Daniel in tow, there had to be a seriously good reason.

      Heath had insisted we go no-contact and had opted not to bring me to safety himself because he’d been so worried about being followed and somehow exposing the hiding place of all the Gebby kids who lived here.

      The fact he’d taken the risk of coming here today meant he’d had no other choice. I had been determined to get to him and find out what was going on.

      And do it before Elias had him executed, which had seemed like a legitimate possibility based on the look on my boyfriend’s face.

      “You don’t actually think I’m going to let that joker get near you, do you?” he’d said from so close behind me I could almost feel his hot breath on my shoulder.

      “He’s a spy,” Elias had insisted. “Either that or he’s here to try to kidnap you and take you back to dear old Dad.”

      After a breath he’d added in a menacing tone, “Which will happen only over my dead body.”

      In spite of my irritation with his overbearing attitude, that last part had gotten to me, tugging at my heart and slowing my steps. If there was anything I was sure of in this world, it was that Elias cared for me and wanted me to be safe.

      That's when he’d called in the guards—the bossy jerk. Now here I was, hours later, cooling my heels and waiting for information.

      And the chance to see Heath for the first time in months.

      Daniel, too, of course.

      It had been so long since I’d seen the little boy. Would he look different? Taller? More mature?

      It killed me to think of him locked away, under guard, in a strange place surrounded by hostile-acting strangers. He must have been so frightened.

      Though he was a Gebby like the rest of us, Daniel hadn’t been raised by a couple on a military base. He’d been created by Apollo Gideon as a gift to his wife—they’d lost two young children in the Calamity.

      Of course Daniel was much younger than the rest of us, only nine years old.

      A sudden memory struck me. Daniel and I—and Heath—camping under the stars the first time we’d come to this forest. Daniel had been afraid of the dark and asked me to sing him to sleep. A sweet pain encircled my heart.

      The innocence of that vulnerable little head lying in my lap as I’d stroked his baby fine hair and soothed him. The exuberance of his spirit as he’d reacted to seeing a chipmunk for the first time, as he’d invited me to admire the sandcastle he’d built.

      The way he loved chocolate chip pancakes and wanted them for every meal.

      He’d been so loving, so trusting, unafraid to be exactly who he was, to say exactly what he thought without fear of rejection or repercussions.

      Was that still true? Or would his harrowing journey here with Heath and being locked away and accused of being a spy replace that childlike faith with fear?

      I resumed pacing, growing more impatient with each passing minute.

      By the time Elias finally stepped through the tent flap, I was like a bear trap, primed and ready to be sprung. I rushed over to him, my tone sharp with frustration.

      “What have you been doing all this time? Why were you gone for so long?”

      He looked tired. With a little smirk, he tossed a question at me in return.

      “Miss me, Miri?”

      “You know what I’m asking,” I said. “Was it them? Are they okay?”
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      Elias seemed annoyed at my interest in Heath’s welfare.

      “They’re fine. So am I, thanks for asking. And yes, it’s them… Apollo Gideon’s top spy and his mini-me. The little boy looks just like the monster.”

      “Daniel is nothing like Gideon. Neither is Heath. They’re good people. And Heath’s not a spy for his father—he detests him. Besides, if espionage really was his purpose, there’s no way he would have involved his little brother. He loves that kid more than anyone else in the world.”

      I had some vague memories of Heath telling me he loved me, but I still couldn’t remember the feelings that should have gone along with a declaration like that—or whether I’d ever returned the sentiment.

      “When can I see them?” I didn’t leave room for the possibility the answer would be “never.”

      Elias sighed and walked over to the wash basin, stripping off his shirt and revealing a muscular back that gleamed in the low light.

      “It could be a while. You’re going to have to be patient.”

      “I’ve been patient—all day today,” I protested.

      Elias snorted. “Oh yes, you’re just the portrait of patience. You look like you’re about to explode. Come here. Let me hold you a minute.”

      He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around my temper-stiffened shoulders and rigid torso.

      “Sorry, but I’m not exactly in the mood for cuddling.” I squirmed to get away, but Elias held fast.

      “Hey, hey calm down.” His voice, which had sounded irritated moments ago, was gentle. “Please. Miri, wait. Just listen.”

      I stopped struggling, though every muscle in my body was still tense.

      “I know you want to talk to him. I get that,” Elias kept holding me close to his warm body. As angry as I was, there was no denying it felt nice.

      “But it's not just about you,” he said. “We have policies in place for a reason—for everyone’s safety. And for the babies that are on the way.”

      Finally, I relaxed. It was true. I’d seen the Haven’s intensive safety protocol for myself when Ketta and Jolie and I had arrived here unexpectedly. We’d all been held and questioned for several days.

      Of course I was the only one who’d been held in the leader’s personal tent—Elias’ tent.

      And admittedly, our arrival had been far less suspicious than Heath’s. But no one here had known us before we got here. We were total strangers. I was vouching for Heath. That should have meant something to Elias.

      “You know I would never want anything to happen to anyone here,” I said, “especially the girls who are expecting—and the babies.”

      I pulled away enough to see his face. “But I don’t appreciate being shut out like this. I feel like you don’t trust me… and we were getting so close.”

      Just before Heath and Daniel’s surprise appearance, Elias and I had been planning to go to our tent and make our mate status official. I’d been looking forward to that, and I know for sure Elias had.

      In fact, he’d shown pretty admirable temper control considering just how bad the timing of their arrival actually was.

      “Yes. We were.” His arm around my lower back tightened, drawing my lower body closer to his. “And I don’t want anything—or anyone—getting between us. Especially not a couple of outsiders.”

      That gave me pause. I knew Elias’ opinion of outsiders—he thought they couldn’t be trusted. It made me worry I might not be allowed to see Heath and Daniel even after they passed the truth serum testing.

      “Nothing will come between us,” I assured him. “And they’re not really outsiders. I know them. They’re my friends.”

      Elias looked down at me, his dark honey-brown eyes like a shimmering pool of molten gold that drew me in with their beauty and earnestness.

      “Yeah, well, regardless, your safety is my number one concern. And the best way I know to protect you is to keep you far away from any possible danger… no matter how mad you might get at me.”

      He cracked a small grin and raised his brows, daring me to hold a grudge.

      I couldn’t help it. I smiled. It was impossible to stay mad at him with that protect-you-with-my-life sincerity in his voice and that mischievous look in his eyes.

      “I appreciate that,” I said, and it was true. “But I promise you… they are not a danger—not to me or anyone else here. You’ll see.”

      Sliding my hands up his chest and behind his neck, I gave him a flirtatious smile. “Besides, you should want me to see him as soon as possible.”

      “Why’s that?”

      My tone turned teasing. “I’m your best chance of finding out why he’s here. He trusts me. He’ll talk to me. He doesn’t know you.”

      Elias frowned, though he entwined his fingers in my hair and tilted my head back so he could kiss my throat.

      He growled against it, raising goosebumps all over my skin. “If he’s here for the reason I think he is, he’s going to wish he’d never met me.”

      For a few minutes there was no conversation as my body filled with luxurious heat and a pleasurable tingling sensation I had only ever experienced here in Elias’ tent.

      If he’d meant to distract me from the subject of Heath, he was doing a heck of a job at it.

      But a disturbing thought occurred to me, blowing away the fog of desire clouding my brain. What if he wasn't joking?

      I pulled back a bit, sliding my hand beneath his jaw to lift his face.

      When we were eye to eye, I said, “Promise me you’re not going to hurt him. Like I said, there must be some important reason he came here. Don’t you want to know what it is?”

      “Oh, I’ll find out,” Elias vowed. “I don’t need you to do that.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was referring to the truth serum that was given to newcomers or some stronger means of persuasion, but his tone was dark. He resumed kissing my neck, moving his hot mouth up to my ear.

      Wedging my hands between us, I stepped to the side and broke the delicious contact.

      “Elias.”

      Obviously frustrated, he stared at the floor and drew in a deep breath through his nose, mastering himself. His eyes flicked up to meet mine.

      “What?”

      “Promise me. Don’t hurt him. I owe Heath everything. He saved my life several times over.”

      Elias looked away, took another slow, deep breath then brought his eyes back to connect with mine again. His mouth formed a straight, displeased line, but his deep-brown eyes softened a touch.

      “I understand. And now you’re returning the favor,” he said. “But he gets one chance to tell the truth.”

      He held up a hand, the pointer finger extended toward the sky. “One. I promise I won’t hurt him… until he gives me a reason to. If I find out he’s a threat to you or my people in any way, then I’ll take whatever action is necessary to protect us all.”

      I gave him a smile and stepped close again, going up on tiptoe to kiss him. Elias didn’t deny me, but his lips were firm instead of soft and pliable and passionate the way they were before.

      “Thank you,” I said. “You won’t be sorry. Heath might have valuable information for us. Maybe he even wants to join us.”

      Elias let out a harsh “Ha,” sound and rocked back on his heels, his eyebrows raising in a “that’ll be the day,” expression.

      It did seem like a strange idea, intellectual city-boy Heath, moving in here with these wild boys, living off the land and dining on nuts and birds and squirrel meat when he’d grown up with the finest of everything surrounded by the ultimate luxury.

      Would he and Daniel ever be able to fit in at the Haven?

      A new thought occurred to me as I imagined it. Would Heath participate in the Eligibility Trials and then the Choosing, competing in the woodland events and winning a mate for himself?

      The idea of it caused a strange twinge in my chest. Anyway, I was getting way ahead of myself. We didn’t know if Heath even wanted to stay at the Haven—though now that he’d seen the secret sanctuary, I wasn’t sure he’d ever be allowed to leave.

      “We’ll give him the truth serum,” Elias said. “If he passes the interrogation, then we’ll talk about next steps.”

      “Like letting me see him?”

      He nodded. “Like letting you talk to him, and see what kind of information he can give us about Gideon.”

      “Good. And remember⁠—”

      Elias interrupted. “I know, I know. I promised not to touch a hair on your ex-boyfriend’s head.”

      He'd put unnecessarily strong emphasis on the “ex” part of that label.

      When I gave him a warning glance, Elias added, “Or let anyone else hurt him.”
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      The next day felt endless.

      I tried to be patient. I knew safety protocol demanded Heath, and probably Daniel, too, be questioned under the influence of Verax.

      I couldn’t really remember my own experience with the drug, but apparently I’d passed the truth test with flying colors. How was Heath faring?

      Was it supposed to take this long?

      Though I definitely didn’t believe he’d come here to do us any harm, I worried for him. What if Elias didn’t like the exact words Heath used when he answered their questions?

      If his face was black and blue when I was finally allowed to see him, someone was going to be very lonely in his hammock bed, no matter how persuasive Elias’ kisses might be or how sweetly protective he was of me.

      The entire Haven was abuzz with chatter and gossip about our new arrivals. Everywhere I went, people were talking about it.

      Some of the girls had apparently seen Heath and Daniel when delivering meals to them and their guards, who couldn’t leave their posts.

      The ones who hadn’t seen them yet were dying of curiosity.

      “Does he look like one of us?” Ketta asked about Daniel. “Or was he made differently?”

      Myka responded with a snort. “What do you mean? Does he have extra arms and legs or laser beams coming from his eyes? He looks like a regular little boy, like the way our guys used to look before we came here—only smaller of course.”

      “He’s really cute. Wait till you see him,” Jaida added.

      “Speaking of cute… you should see the big brother,” Amalie said with a lecherous eyebrow waggle. “Although ‘cute’ is probably the wrong word for a guy who’s six-four and jacked. And those blue eyes! If I weren’t already mated…”

      “But he’s human,” Jolie protested.

      “Yeah, he’s only human, but hot is hot,” Amalie said.

      Then in a sing song tone, she added, “You’ll see. Those baby blues will have your eyeballs popping right out of your head. And you and Dann still haven’t mated… so you never know what could happen.”

      A weird sense of possessiveness quickened my heartbeat, and I realized I was jealous of my friends. Not because of their admiration of Heath, of course.

      I mean, yes, their lascivious analysis of my old friend’s attractiveness made me feel a bit protective of him, but my envy stemmed from the fact that so many of them had been allowed to see him while I hadn’t.

      As days passed, I asked Elias frequently about the progress of the interrogation, impatient for my turn to see Heath and Daniel.

      Heath was obviously not Elias’ favorite subject, but I knew he wouldn't lie to me.

      Late on the third day when I asked if the questioning of Heath and Daniel was complete, he admitted it was. My pulse quickened.

      “Well? Did he pass?” I asked.

      Elias nodded in confirmation. He didn't exactly look happy about it. In fact, he looked quite perturbed.

      “So I can see him?” I was suddenly filled with energy, practically levitating with anticipation.

      Elias’ lips pursed, and his brows lowered. “I don’t know about that. We’re going to keep him in the brig for a while until we’re completely sure.”

      Just like that, the levitation turned into a sinking sensation. “Sure of what?”

      Elias gave me a no-big-deal shrug. “That it’s safe.”

      “Why wouldn’t it be safe? What did he tell you? Did he say why he’s here?”

      Again his body language indicated nonchalance. His bottom lip formed an upside down U, and his shoulders lifted then fell. His tone was blasé as well.

      “He said we’re in danger, we need to leave the Haven, blah blah blah.”

      Hearing it, I felt anything but blasé. “What? Well… are you going to order an evacuation?”

      Elias actually laughed out loud. “Gideon would love nothing more than for us to leave our sanctuary and reveal ourselves. It was all a bunch of hogwash. And anyway, we need to be absolutely certain they weren’t followed here.”

      “It’s been days. And I’m sure your guys searched him and Daniel thoroughly for traceable tech.”

      “Absolutely—within the first few seconds after they arrived. They were clean.”

      I lifted my brows and dropped my chin. “So… they didn’t have any traceable devices on them, and he answered all your questions—under the influence of truth serum. How much more certain can you get?”

      “Well all of that doesn’t mean anything. He could have known how to beat the Verax. I mean, his dad’s company supplies all the bases—Gideoncorp probably made the stuff. Maybe Heath knew we’d give it to him and took some kind of antidote to it before he got here.”

      “Oh my God.”

      I threw my hands in the air and looked at the tent rafters overhead as if they might hold the answers to dealing with this infuriating guy.

      “It’s just one conspiracy theory after another,” I said. “You’re gonna just keep him in custody until you find something for him to be guilty of, aren’t you?”

      Elias didn’t answer me verbally, but his lips curved into a sly smile. Which made me mad.

      “Listen, I know you don’t like it, but the fact is, he’s a human, and he’s Gideon’s kid,” he said. “When it comes to him, I have to be sure I’m sure I’m sure.”

      “Yeah, and delay, delay, delay.”

      I couldn’t be certain, but I had a strong suspicion this would be playing out much differently if Elias wasn’t aware that Heath and I had once had a relationship.

      “What about Daniel?” I asked. “Heath may not be a Gebby, but his brother is one of us—and an innocent little boy who’s probably scared out of his mind. He’s only nine years old, you know.”

      “And?” Elias raised one brow, challenging me to elaborate.

      “Where is Daniel being held? In the brig with a bunch of hooligans?”

      “You’d prefer we separate him from his beloved ‘big brother?’” Elias asked. His disbelief that Heath could actually love the Gebby child was obvious.

      “No. I’d prefer for you to let them both go,” I said. “Or at least let me see him to make sure he’s okay.”

      Elias bristled at the suggestion beneath my words. “I gave you my word they wouldn’t be hurt.”

      “I know, and I believe you. But you’re not the only one with an axe to grind when it comes to Gideon. I’m sure his sons aren’t the most popular people here at the Haven. I just want to see how they’re being treated. I want to talk to Heath and find out more about what he said—and to check on poor Daniel. It can’t be good for a little boy to be kept in jail.”

      “The other guys in there aren’t so bad,” Elias assured me. “It’s mostly just drunks sleeping off the after effects of too much acorn beer.”

      “Yes, I’m sure they’re wonderful examples for a nine-year-old.”

      Marching toward the tent’s exit flap, I unfastened it and stepped outside. Elias followed me out onto the platform that served as our front porch.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To visit them. If the guards refuse to let me in, I’ll just make a ruckus and get myself thrown in jail. One way or the other, I’m going to see Daniel and Heath—today.”
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      Maybe Elias recognized the note of determination in my voice and understood I wasn’t taking “no” for an answer this time.

      Whatever the reason, he didn’t argue. He just fell into step beside me.

      “You’re not going to try to stop me?” I asked with a side-eyed glare.

      “Would it work?”

      “No.”

      He cracked a small grin. “That’s what I thought. And I don’t want to fight with you about it. But I am going with you.”

      “I don’t need a chaperone, but I guess I can’t stop you either. And after we’ve talked and you see there’s no safety risk, you’ll let them out of the brig?”

      “I never said that. Tell you what, Sunshine, let’s just take it one step at a time, okay?”

      “Fine,” I grumbled. “You’re a big bully, you know that?”

      Elias laughed and slung a heavy arm around my shoulders. “And you… are adorable when you’re mad.”

      He planted a kiss on the top of my head. “You remind me of one of those little starlings, with your feathers all ruffled.”

      I slapped at his shoulder, but it was hard to be mad at him now that I was finally on my way to see Heath and Daniel—and he wasn’t trying to stop me. My chest was too filled with excited anticipation to have any room left for anger.

      Elias and I reached the platform that housed the holding tent, and I spotted Heath being escorted into it between two of the beefy guards. Another one held Daniel’s scrawny arm. Neither of them struggled, seemingly cooperating.

      His name was out of my mouth before I even knew I intended to call out to him.

      “Heath!”

      Straining against his captors and craning to see behind him, he responded immediately.

      “Reya!” he yelled. “Thank God you’re here. They wouldn’t even tell me if you’d ever made it here. Are you okay? Are you safe?”

      It struck me that Heath’s first concern wasn’t for his own safety, but for mine. He’d literally been taken prisoner by a group of hostile strangers, and he was worried for me.

      My heart swelled, feeling like it might block my airway.

      The guards hustled their two prisoners inside the tent. Breaking away from Elias, I ran toward it, his voice a faint echo behind me.

      “Hey, wait for me, Miri.”

      Ignoring him, I burst into the tent, finding Heath being chained to its central support pole. Daniel’s escorts handled him more gently, but he was also chained, to a bed.

      When he saw me, his eyes flew open, and he gave me a wide smile. One of his canine teeth was missing, the gap making his enthusiastic grin even more adorable.

      “Reya! You live in the treehouses? Do they chain you up, too?”

      I ran to him, embracing the little boy in a tight hug. “No. And they’ll let you go soon, too. I promise.”

      After a moment, I pulled back so I could see him fully.

      “Wow. You must have grown a foot since I saw you last,” I said. “And you lost another tooth.”

      He nodded up and down. “Yes, I lost seven now, and this one is loose.”

      Daniel wiggled the canine on the opposing side, and it was, as he’d said, extremely loose.

      “And Heath put money under my pillow for them,” he bragged. “He doesn’t think I know it was him, but I do.”

      He shot a rascally grin over at his big brother.

      Turning to look at Heath, I saw that he’d been watching us with a tender smile on his face. When his eyes met mine, they were filled with tears—and something close to wonder.

      “Reya…” His voice sounded rough.

      After clearing his throat, he began again. “How are you? Are you okay? Have you been a prisoner here this whole time then?”

      Now Elias, whose presence in the room I’d somehow forgotten, stepped forward and answered the question before I could.

      “She’s not a prisoner. She’s here of her own free will, and she’s happy. A full citizen of the Haven with all the rights and privileges—and freedom—that entails.”

      He left out the part where I hadn’t been free to visit Heath and Daniel earlier, but I got it. The safety protocol had to be followed.

      I glanced over my shoulder at Elias. He wasn’t looking at me but leveling the full force of his malevolent gaze at Heath.

      His expression literally sent a chill down my back. Even when my friends and I had first been brought here and he hadn’t been exactly friendly, he’d never looked at me like that.

      Walking over to Heath, I touched the chain attached to his wrist cuff, then took his hand, lifting it to inspect the chafed, red skin around his wrist. Behind me, I heard Elias shift and a sound that was very nearly a growl.

      “Back away, Miri,” he warned. “We’re still not sure he’s safe.”

      I whipped my head toward him. “I’m sure. And I want you to ask Marcus to send some ointment in here for his wrist. Have you seen it? This is barbaric.”

      “I’m fine, Reya,” Heath murmured. “Don’t worry about me. What I want to know is how you are. Are you okay? Have they treated you badly?”

      He reached out and touched my cheek with his free hand. “Has anyone here hurt you?”

      Now Elias stepped closer, literally putting his body between me and Heath. He glowered down at my slightly shorter friend.

      “No one here would dare hurt her,” he rumbled. “She’s under my protection. She's  my⁠—”

      I interrupted in a loud, high-pitched voice. “I want to hear about what he told you. Heath, I heard you came with a warning for us?”

      Leaning around Elias’ large frame to see me, he nodded rapidly. “Yes, but no one here seems to be interested.”

      His gaze went back to Elias in obvious accusation.

      “Why would I be interested in a bunch of BS?” Elias asked.

      But at least he moved back a step instead of pounding Heath as he looked like he was itching to do.

      Elias put his hand on my lower back and guided me to a bed on the opposite side of the tent. He turned to look down at me, his hands lightly gripping my shoulders. His warm, melted-chocolate eyes pleaded with me.

      “Sit here, okay? Please.”

      The beseeching tone unraveled my annoyance with him. I knew he was still concerned about my safety, no matter how unreasonable it was. I nodded and sat on the end of the bed, facing Heath.

      “I’m interested” I said. “Tell me what’s going on. Why did you come here?”

      “I had to, Reya,” he said, his blue eyes intense with sincerity. “I had no choice.”
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