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Rogue werewolf Elijah Johnson would have been better off dead. After being held hostage by a coven of malicious witches—witches who seem to know much more about the dark arts than they should—he takes the first chance he can to escape, only to fall into a trap a month later. When he’s captured during a DPI bust, he expects to be thrown into prison. He doesn’t expect to learn his interrogator is a curvy young witch with hair the color of fire and enough passion for the law to match…

 

Verika Tate has spent her career trying to uphold the values and morals of law enforcement in the Underworld. Only twenty-six, she is heralded as one of the most gifted witches in the southeastern region. Her life is, for the most part, uneventful. She attends her weekly spellbook club meetings, works out daily to try to shed some stubborn fat that refuses to leave, and buries her nose in the latest witchcraft magazines. Learning is her shield and her only defense for being able to forget the werewolf who broke her heart—Nik Johnson…

 

When she’s assigned to Elijah, she can hardly believe how rotten her luck is. He looks enough like Nik to haunt her, and his hard muscle and flirtatious quips are enough to make her pant. Verika struggles to keep her heart out of her work, a point which proves especially tricky when Elijah reveals an astonishing secret that could finally break the case she’s been trying to crack—the whereabouts of the mysterious Mistress Black, leader of the witch mafia. The tip is too good to pass up, and she reluctantly agrees to help him escape the witches who have placed a bounty on his head in exchange for information.

 

Will Verika uphold the law at any cost, or will she risk everything for the sake of a once-in-a-lifetime romance?
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Elijah Johnson stumbled in the darkness. For all his grace as a werewolf, he was clumsy as an injured human.

More like a drugged human.

The potion he’d drunk to break the Tracking spell on him was strong. It laced his veins with venom, making him delirious as he ran. He would have preferred to run on four paws, but one of the side effects of the potion was that it muted his ability to change.

Fine by him. No price was too high if it meant escaping this hell on earth.

He didn’t dare look back at the mansion behind him, though he could feel it watching him, like a sentient being.

Damn those witches.

The place gave him the damn creeps. Not for the first time, he inwardly kicked himself for being so reckless and getting drawn into their fucked-up world.

Not that he had anything against witches. That is, he didn’t have a grudge before all this shit straight out of a horror movie happened.

Now… he’d never go near another damn witch again.

Run. Run faster.

The woods seemed to be closing in on him, but that was probably just his paranoia. At least, he thought it was until a tree root lifted of its own accord and tripped him. He swore, swinging his arms out to right his balance.

A groan, followed by splintering wood, came from beside him. He looked up to see the tree bending over.

Shit like this shouldn’t have surprised him. God knows he’d seen enough weird things in the Order to make most sane people lose their minds.

But seeing a tree falling toward him, to watch its bark twist and snap as it fought to angle itself just right, still made him pause.

Snap out of it, dipshit!

Shaking his head, he blinked and leapt out of the way at the last second. The tree came crashing down, making the ground shudder.

Dammit, if they hadn’t realized he’d escaped before, they sure as hell would now. He needed to haul ass out of here, pronto.

Scrambling to his feet, he struggled up the hill as the air filled with the rustle of thousands of leaves and the groan of snapping wood.

He caught movement from the corners of his eyes, and he glanced around him.

His eyes widened. Shit.

The whole damned forest was coming to life.

Moonlight shone through the trees, dappling the forest floor with patches of silver light. It danced and shifted as the trees uprooted themselves and began to stalk toward him. Even the bushes rustled and chittered like angry dogs.

Damn!

He knew there was a spell around the perimeter to keep him from leaving. He thought he’d broken it, along with the other five back-up spells they’d cast. He had not detected this.

Those bitches had sent a tree army after him.

He growled and tried going faster, but it was all he could do to keep up the pace he was going. The potion made him slow. He hadn’t counted on it being this bad. In order to keep them from catching on, he couldn’t afford to test the potion before using it.

Another reckless risk on his part, in a long list of many.

He squinted. Just ahead, up on a hill, sat the dirt path leading to the enchanted mansion. Seeing that road filled him with renewed hope, spurring him to run faster. His heels dug into the earth, swiftly finding purchase on the soil as he scurried toward the path to freedom.

Not far now…

He was going to make it.

A whip-like vine shot out of the darkness, lassoing his neck. It jerked backward, tugging him back toward the woods. With a yelp, he lost his footing and fell over a log that had positioned itself to trip him.

So help him God, he was going to set this whole place on fire if he ever did escape.

The hill flew past his line of vision in a blur of moss, weeds, and moonlight. The breath left him as his back slammed against the ground. The back of his head banged against a rock, making him see stars for a few seconds. Sharp pain shot through the back of his skull, and he bit down on his lip to keep from crying out.

Vines tangled around his limbs as he struggled to get up. He snarled and fought, reaching inside himself to try to summon his inner wolf, but it wouldn’t come.

He was alone.

The ground began to sink around him. Feeling fresh, damp soil pouring onto his body, his terror spiked and he fought like a man possessed.

Apparently, the plants had decided it would be a good idea to bury him alive. More like, the witches had decided to bury him alive.

This was just like Black to pull this twisted shit. She was probably watching him right now in a crystal ball or something, laughing her ass off.

At one point in his life, he might have found it funny, too. A practical joke. He had been a very different man a year ago, had done a lot of shit he regretted, things that kept him up at night.

He never should have come here. Now, it looked like he was never going to leave.

As he sank deeper into the earth, surrounded by darkness, a seductive voice whispered a message inside his head.

“I told you, Elijah. We’re meant to be together. You’ll never be able to escape me.”

“Damn… you…” he got out, right before the earth collapsed on top of him completely and all went pitch-black.
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“Hey, wake up, bub! Get out! We’re here.”

“Huh?” Elijah’s head lolled forward. His chin smacked against his chest, driving his teeth into his tongue. He winced as blood filled his mouth. His head felt like it was full of goop. Son of a bitch, was he groggy. That damned potion had done a number on him.

A hand grabbed his arm and tugged. “Didn’t you hear me, pot head? I said get the hell out of my truck.”

“Jesus, all right,” Elijah said, waving the irritable truck driver off. “I’m moving.”

Though he was still dizzy as hell, he managed to clamber out of the truck and grab his duffel bag. He looked like shit. The bill on his ball cap was crooked, and the Velcro adjustment on the back had been torn off. It, more or less, just lay on his head. Dirt covered his stolen jeans and the soles were coming undone on his boots, which were about a size too small. His dingy navy blue T-shirt had definitely seen better days. He didn’t think the holes in it were of the fashionable kind.

The truck driver raised his brows and crossed his arms. “Well? You gonna pay?”

Elijah had enough sense left to look around. “This is the middle of nowhere. I told you to take me to Destiny.”

“We are in Destiny, the city limits anyway.” He turned pointed behind them, to some lights Elijah could barely make out in the distance. “It’s about twenty miles or so down that way. If you hurry, you can be there before dawn.”

Elijah’s teeth ground together. “I said take me to Destiny, not twenty miles outside of Destiny.”

“I said I’d get you as close as I could.” He glanced around, as if expecting someone to pop out of the sprawling, grassy plains around them. “Word over the radio has it the DPI has been crawling over that place for the past week. Don’t know what they’re looking for, but I can’t afford to get caught.”

“Yeah,” Elijah said dryly, glancing at the back of the semi in the cargo bay. “All those crates of illegal potions might not go over too well with them.”

That spooked the man. “Just pay me my money so I can be on my way, asshole.”

Elijah growled low in his throat, his eyes flashing gold. He could tear into this man and leave him here for dead. A year ago, he might have. But he wasn’t that man anymore. He’d stopped batting for Team Evil a long time ago, as soon as its charm wore off.

Elijah reached into his back pocket for his billfold and produced a hundred-dollar bill. “Here you go.”

The man took it and frowned. “I said two hundred.”

“You said no such thing. And if you try to scam me, I may have to reconsider punching in what teeth you have left.”

Fear flashed through the man’s eyes for a second. Spitting on the ground, he stalked toward his cab with a scowl. “Damn werewolves,” he muttered. “Can’t trust any of ’em.”

Elijah smiled grimly. You got that right.

As the man got in and drove off, Elijah hitched his bag over his shoulder and began walking.

He could feel blisters rubbing on the heels of his feet. This was going to suck.

Different topics went through his head, but his thoughts were mostly preoccupied with what the hell he was going to do with his life. The “buried alive” dream kept replaying over and over in his head. He hadn’t actually been buried alive, or at least, he didn’t think he had. Someone had found him shivering and naked by the highway and had taken him to a hospital. Once he realized where he was, he’d stolen some clothing and scrammed before they could figure out his identity. He wouldn’t put it past Black to have spies everywhere.

He shuddered just thinking about her.

Could he really get away from her? Had it all just been a childish fantasy?

Anger at all the things she’d made him do—all the things he’d somewhat enjoyed doing, before his wake-up call—rekindled his determination.

He would change his name. Move to Europe. Hell, move to Antarctica if that’s what it took.

All he knew was he could never go back there. He’d rather die than succumb to that kind of darkness again.

He took a moment to take in a deep breath of chilly air and survey his surroundings. Tennessee countryside really was beautiful. He hadn’t spent much time here except in passing, but he’d always admired the lush grass and plentiful trees. Yes, he still loved to look at trees in autumn bloom, even after they’d tried to kill him. He sympathized with them, in a way. They were as much Black’s puppets as he had been.

In the back of his mind loomed his brothers’ faces. They were never far from his thoughts. Neither was the guilt at leaving them, or the yearning to see them again.

His fingers itched to call them, but he never did. He couldn’t afford to have them dragged into his mess. There would never come a day when he would ever place them in danger.

It has to be this way, for their own good.

He lost track of time as he walked. Twenty miles really wasn’t that long when you had plenty on your mind.

The city of Destiny wasn’t very big, about twenty thousand people, more or less, according to Google.

Being nearly dawn, the city was just awakening. Wanting to draw the least amount of attention to himself as possible, he cut a path through the woods, well away from the highway.

There weren’t that many pedestrians out yet, though his inner sense of the supernatural picked up on a few signatures. It wasn’t unusual for vampires to be out this late, though they would retire soon. Paranormal creatures in general were more active at night.

The twinkling stars overhead were beginning to fade away as the sky lightened. He glanced at his watch. It was nearly six a.m. His contact would be waiting for him.

He had arranged transportation weeks ago in the black market, as well as a fake passport and other identification, with another werewolf who went by Shade. Shade was an astute businessman, with a knack for staying off the DPI’s radar. Granted, had Elijah known the DPI was staking out this city for some reason, he might not have been so keen to meet Shade here.

Oh, well. It couldn’t be helped. Ever since rumors had begun to circulate about a witch mafia killing off paranormals, the DPI had doubled its police efforts. Stakeouts like these were more common now. He knew he’d have to be careful before he’d even made the decision to escape.

He just hoped all that planning wasn’t about to be blown sky-high.

Elijah was walking by a pay phone when it began to ring.

He stopped.

Shit like that was too coincidental. And his gut was hardly ever wrong. Sensing it was for him, he walked over to it and answered. He waited, not wanting to be the first to speak.

“Is this the traveler?” came a gravelly voice from the other side amid a sheen of static.

Elijah tensed. Shade always did have a very distinctive voice. “Yeah.”

“Your roommate came home early,” Shade went on.

Elijah frowned. “The roommate” had to be the DPI.

Damn. How had they found him? Shade was infamous for evading them. It would be this one time… “That’s too bad.”

“Tell me about it. Location’s changed. Go to location B.”

The line went dead and Elijah hung up the phone. He’d heard the regret in Shade’s voice. For a crook, Shade really was an honest one, at least to his business associates. He would never intentionally throw somebody under the bus. Not many “honest” people could say as much.

Elijah deliberated.

If he had any sense, he’d tuck tail and put as much distance between him and the DPI as possible. And he would have, had he any other trustworthy contacts. The IDs and all his false paperwork—the tickets to his freedom and a new life, away from the Order—were only another block away. Another chance like this might not crop up for a long time, and then he’d be trapped in the States for a while.

Trapped in the same country as Mistress Black.

Chills broke out over his skin as a shudder rolled through him. He’d never relive the horrors she’d put him through again, so help him God.

He took off walking, following the street signs until he got to the right place.

The diner was modest and plain, the type of place that didn’t draw too much attention to itself.

And the perfect place for a back-up meeting.

Scanning every which way for potential DPI agents, Elijah donned his sunglasses and casually entered the diner.

The lights were dim and eighties rock played from an old jukebox in the corner. Guests were eating breakfast, making idle chit-chat. There was so much smoke in the air it was a bit hazy.

Elijah saw Shade sitting in a shadowy booth in a corner. He was wearing a black cowboy hat and a black leather jacket that seemed to blend in with the shadows.

Elijah walked over to him and ordered a coffee from the waitress.

Shade looked up, his gray eyes piercing. “Were you followed?”

“Don’t think so.”

“You don’t think or you don’t know?”

Elijah stared at him evenly. “I don’t know,” he admitted.

With a grunt, Shade slid a manila envelope over to Elijah, who discreetly slid him an envelope full of cash.

Shade stood quickly and tipped his hat. “Pleasure doing business with you.”

He started out the door when the front door opened and in walked a man and a woman wearing matching uniforms.

Elijah felt Shade’s fear before he read the initials stitched with golden thread on the couple’s jackets.

DPI.

Stay. Calm.

Shade pretended like he dropped something and then chuckled. He pointed toward the rear. “Forgot I was parked out back,” he mumbled, without looking at Elijah.

Elijah knew the man was trying to keep from incriminating him, which he appreciated.

Too bad it didn’t work.

Down the hall, he heard a door open and startled cries from the kitchen staff as a herd of footsteps thundered toward the dining room.

Shade swore and whirled, but the agents were quicker.

Elijah froze, surveying the situation.

His werewolf ears picked up more doors bursting open throughout the building. Agents clad in the token midnight blue uniform of the DPI SWAT team raided the room, their guns raised. He knew they didn’t need them. They were mostly for show more than anything, a “last resort,” in case their spells failed. Most of the DPI was comprised of the most talented witches and warlocks on the planet, since magic usually trumped fangs or fur in any fight.

“You have got to be kidding me.”

All these months of painstakingly planning every move, and he had walked right into a bust.

An agent stopped in front of him and raised her weapon. Everyone in the room froze as the DPI surrounded him and Shade.

The woman’s eyes flicked to his shoulder. “Drop the bag and raise your hands, now!”

No problem. He didn’t need the bag. There wasn’t anything in there of much use, anyway, and definitely nothing that could incriminate him.

Frantic, he wracked his brain for options. He could try to run, but he’d be gunned down quickly. And all his exits were blocked.

Gritting his teeth, he slowly held up his hands.

“Fine. I surrender.”
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Holy shit. She was going to die.

Verika’s heart pounded as the treadmill beeped, signaling her last lap.

She’d been running every morning for the past week, and she still felt as out-of-breath now as she did on day one. And yet, she relished the breathlessness and the sweat. She always felt more relaxed after a run. Maybe what people said was true—exercise really did help stress.

And boy, could she use some help in that department.

Ever since the witch mafia started its killing spree, all agents had been working around the clock to stop them. Verika didn’t mind being busy—and hey, all the overtime fattened up her paychecks—but she was sick of the investigation not going anywhere.

Where the hell were these witches and warlocks? Why hadn’t they been able to find them yet?

Being a bit of a spellbook-worm, Verika had always fancied herself adept at Tracking spells. Whenever there was a tough case to crack, they called her to locate a criminal in hiding or find a loophole in a spell. And she always did.

Until now.

Whomever the Order was employing, they were very good. And in her world, “very good” probably meant the witch in question obtained such a powerful spell by illegal means.

Her stomach rolled at the thought of some of the dark spells she’d come across in her hours and hours of research and study. Blood magic was so unpredictable that few people were allowed to practice it, and even then, you had to be licensed and registered with the Department of Magical Affairs. Every practicing witch had to register, and each type of magic had a fee associated with it. The more dangerous the magic, the higher the license and registration fees, not to mention the tests you had to take… After all was said and done, the whole deal could be astronomically pricey.

Thus, not many witches or warlocks were actually licensed to practice Blood Magic. Verika thought it would be a breeze to find the ring leader of the Order—the mysterious Mistress Black—but so far, all of their leads had run cold. She’d come across so many dead ends that she was starting to feel like she was getting nowhere.

The treadmill beeped, and Verika slammed her palm down on the stop button with a huge sigh. She slowed to a walk as the track came to a stop. Gripping the rails, she bent over and panted, trying to catch her breath. Her stomach growled and she looked down. “Easy there,” she murmured hoarsely, taking a towel and wiping the sweat from her brow and chest. “I’ll get you something to eat.”

Stepping off the treadmill, which was in her office/study, she walked down the hall of her apartment and into the kitchen. Her scale gleamed up at her from its spot on the floor beside her fridge. She thought it would be a good deterrent to snacking on things that wouldn’t help her love handles disappear. Or the extra flab on her arms, or her thunder thighs, or her—

Gah! Stop thinking about your figure!

She opened the fridge and stared at its contents. Water, non-sweet tea, fresh fruit slices, salad, salad, more salad, dark chocolate…

Her mouth watered as she gazed longingly at the chocolate. The scale seemed to taunt her. “How many calories does that have?” it seemed to say.

“But it’s dark chocolate!” her conscience wanted to argue. “It’s the good-for-you chocolate.”

She could just imagine the scale’s disapproving stare.

With a big sigh, she grabbed a bag of peach slices and some water before shutting the fridge. She set it down on the counter, and while fishing through her silverware drawer, her cell phone went off.

Though it was nearly dawn, it didn’t surprise her. HQ was always calling her at odd hours: in the middle of the night, on Christmas Eve, on her birthday of all days… There were never truly any days off when you were a field agent.

Verika didn’t even bother glancing at the ID as she answered the phone. “The Imperial March” ring tone was enough of a giveaway as to who was calling. “Tate,” she said.

“We need you to come down.”

“What’s the occasion?” she asked, already rounding the countertop and heading to the bathroom to shower.

“We got a new suspect in the witch mafia case.”

Her heart started to beat faster. Despite all the setbacks, she still hoped for a breakthrough, for a lead that would finally shed some light on this abysmal case. “I’m listening.”

“I’m emailing you his file right now. We don’t have much on him. He has some pretty powerful identity spells around him that I need you to crack first.”

Interesting. “I’ll be there in twenty.”

She flipped her phone closed and turned on the hot water. After a quick shower, she applied some light makeup, coupled her favorite pair of pants with some ankle-high, flat black boots and a pretty, black, short-sleeved sweater, and put some silver hoops into her ears. She grabbed her fruit and water and headed out the door.

Traffic was starting to pick up as the sun’s first rays broke the horizon, scattering orange light everywhere. Weaving through the interstate exits, she quickly made it to the main headquarters in downtown Foxboro, Tennessee.

The nice thing about Foxboro was that it was just big enough to feel like a city, but not so big that you felt like you were going to be swallowed up by it. Parts of it still reminded her of the small, Southern town she’d grown up in, back in Florida.

She used a text-to-voice app on her phone to have the suspect’s profile read to her on the way over. Her boss was right; there wasn’t much to go on. “John Smith, Caucasian male, werewolf, Age: unknown, Height: six foot five inches, Weight: Two-hundred and ten pounds, Eye color: blue, Hair color: black. No records could be found.”

Somebody had gone to a lot of trouble to cloak him, and at great expense. Cloaking spells were also illegal and could only be used by the authorities.

The red brick building that housed the DPI’s headquarters stood at the other end of the parking lot. An American flag waved in the breeze out front, right beside the flags that represented every supernatural race. It always made her proud to see those flags, to know she was helping out in her community. Back where she was from, no one really gave a damn about anyone else. It was a rotten feeling, and she’d thought the whole world was like that until she joined the agency.

Her boss met her at the door. “Our perp’s downstairs in one of the de-spelling rooms,” he said as they made for the elevator.

“That’s okay,” she said, changing directions and heading for the stairs. “I need the exercise. What room is he in?”

“Four,” he said, shaking his head with a wry smile. “You and your healthy ways are starting to make me feel bad about my gut.”

“It’s never too late to start trying to live healthier,” she said with a wink and took off for the stairs.

Excitement crept into her veins as she went down to the next level. Please let this guy know something.

There were two levels below the main floor that housed all the administrative offices. One level was their laboratories and archives. The other was for all the rooms they used for interrogations and de-spellings.

Verika had a skip to her step as she cleared the stairwell and walked down the indigo-carpeted hallway to the de-spelling area. The building was decorated in much the same fashion on every floor: indigo carpet, cream-colored walls, and fluorescent lighting. The main staff all wore khakis and indigo tops while the lab techs walked around in long white lab coats. Field agents were always dressed in casual attire, in case an assignment popped up. Most wore their silver and gold badges on lanyards or clipped to their belts or jackets.

Verika wore hers on her belt. It shone in the light as she rounded the corner and spotted room four. She could make out the lone figure of a man hunched over the table. His hands were clasped and he had his forehead pressed to them. His eyes were closed, as if he was deep in thought.

From this angle, it was hard to get a good look at him, but she appreciated what she saw. The strong round of his shoulders suggested muscle underneath, and his sleeves had been rolled up to the elbow, exposing tanned, muscled skin.

She might have found his physique attractive had he not been brought in on suspicion of ties to the witch mafia. She didn’t have to ask why he’d been tied to the witch mafia. She could already tell, by the signatures they gave off, that the spells on him hadn’t come cheap and that they would have taken more than one witch to perform.

It definitely sounded like the work of a coven. And so far, the only coven that had been able to afford the priciest spells they’d come across was this enigmatic witch mafia.

A big sigh made his shoulders heave as she stopped outside the door and watched him through the glass. It was one-way; she could see him, but he couldn’t see her.

Eager to get the ball rolling, she cleared her throat and strode into the room. “Good morning, Mr. Smith. My name’s—”

The blood drained from her face as he looked up, and she abruptly drew to a halt.

Those eyes, the set of his mouth… even his face.

Nik?
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Elijah blinked. “Me?”

The woman continued to stare at him.

Damn. He knew he looked a little ragged, but come on, did he look that bad?

Or maybe…

A devilish grin slowly spread across his face. “What’s the matter, Red? You like what you see?”

That got her attention. Her jaw promptly snapped shut, and she shook her head. When she looked at him, the shock had drained from her face, replaced by cool indifference. “Hardly.” She sauntered toward him, though she looked stiff. Her movements were jerky and her jaw never quite unclenched.

He studied her as she sat across from him and crossed her legs before digging through what he presumed to be his file.

There was little in there. They wouldn’t get much on him. The Order had ensured that.

His eyes roved over the curve of the woman’s jaw and the slight pout of her red lips. Beautiful vibrant red curls hung around her face. Her skin was the fairest he had seen in a while; it was pure white, with a faint dusting of sandy-colored freckles across her cheeks and arms. In a word, she was lovely. He found he couldn’t take his eyes off her.

Someone rolled a cart by the door, banging it on the wall, and she jumped. She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose before resuming her frantic shuffling. If he didn’t know better, he’d think she was intentionally stalling to avoid looking at him.

“You look spooked,” he commented.

“You just remind me of someone I used to know,” she said quickly, finally glancing up at him. The steely glare in her green eyes made it clear he should keep his mouth shut. “Mr. Smith, I’m—”

“Verika Tate.”

She froze, her eyes widening. “What?”

He pointed to her hips. “I read it on your badge when you walked in. What?” He grinned. “Did you get excited?”

She pursed her lips, not replying. The hardness in her eyes began to simmer with anger. “Pissed off” was a good look on her. It only made her more beautiful.

Something stirred within him, some emotion long forgotten.

Desire.

Snap out of it, you idiot. She’s a damned witch. You can’t ever forget what they’ve done to you.

“Let’s get straight to the point,” Verika said, her strong voice reverberating throughout the room. “There are some rather sophisticated cloaking spells on you, and they’ve called me in here to break them. Now, as you may or may not know, cloaking spells can be very… tricky to break. Painful, even.” She smiled with fake sweetness. “And we wouldn’t want any harm to come to you now, would we?”

He raised a brow, amused. And turned on. “Are you threatening me?”

“Stating facts isn’t the same as threatening someone,” Verika said plainly. “It’s just how these things go.”

“So, you must be pretty good if they called someone like you in when their supposed ‘experts’,” he said with air quotes, “couldn’t break the cloaking spells.”

Her eyes glittered with pride. “Something like that.”

He shifted his weight in the cool metal seat and propped his handcuffed hands on the chair’s arms. Leveling a challenging smirk at her, he said, “Give me your best shot, Red.”

She blinked a few times as color rushed to her face before clearing her throat and standing.

God, why was he still flirting with her? What the hell was his deal? She was a W.I.T.C.H. And from the looks of it a pretty powerful one at that.

Apparently, he was a masochist, because he found the need to hear that dark, sultry voice of hers was more important than listening to his common sense. Her voice had a slight southern twang to it that her coworkers lacked. She must not be from around here. He found it incredibly alluring, like a sweet-and-sultry southern belle.

She walked over to him, though she kept a few safe inches away.

“I won’t bite, Red,” he said. Though I would like to do a few other things. He gave her a suggestive look that nearly made her face match her hair color.

“I n-need you to take your shirt off,” she mumbled in a rush.

His heart skipped a beat. “Couldn’t wait to get me naked, huh, sweetheart?”

“Just do it!” she snapped, looking flustered.

Verika promptly whirled and went over to a cabinet. She began taking out different sized vials of liquid. The sight of the potions sent a shiver of dread down his spine.

She gathered what she needed and turned around, pausing. “Is something wrong?”

“Nothing,” he murmured, his throat suddenly feeling tighter. He instinctively started to reach for his shirt hem, until the handcuffs clanked against the arms of the chair. “A little help here?”

She blinked. “Duh,” she murmured, looking surprised that she’d asked him to undress when he clearly could not. He had a feeling she was normally one of those carefully put-together girls. And the fact he was the one unraveling her composure only made his cock throb with longing.

Get. A. Grip.

She stared at his hands and muttered an incantation that sent his heart into his throat. Dammit, those witches had scarred him for life. He’d probably never be able to hear another spell again without getting a little nervous.

Verika snapped her fingers. The cuffs instantly unlocked. She removed them and tossed them onto the metal table.

He raised his brows in question.

“Go ahead,” she said with a smirk, placing her hands on her curvy hips. “Try to move.”

He tried raising his arms and couldn’t. His pulse kicked up a notch as cold fear washed over him. “What did you do to me?”

“Relax. It’s just a simple binding spell. Now arms up.”

Not of his own doing, his arms shot into the air. His breath caught as terror seized him. He squeezed his eyes shut, swallowing hard. Behind his closed eyes, he saw a dark room. In the center, he dangled by cuffs from the ceiling, beneath a single blood-red light. Out of the darkness came a pair of long, tanned legs, along with a glittering black dress. The woman’s scarlet lips came into the light and she smiled. “You shouldn’t try to run away from your master, little pup. Didn’t I tell you I owned you?”

She raised her palm and a dagger materialized in her hand. She slowly unsheathed it and ran her tongue along the blunt side of the blade, her cruel, ebony eyes fixed on him. “You’ve been a bad dog.”

She raised the dagger—

“Mr. Smith?”

He jumped, blinking several times. His wild eyes darted about, trying to get a rein on his bearings.

The worried face of the beautiful red-haired witch gazed at him. “Dear God, you’re sweating. And you’re clammy. Are you okay?” She grabbed a rag and pressed it against his forehead and bare chest. She must have removed his shirt while he’d been locked in the memory.

“Just…” He swallowed hard, trying to get a grip on his breathing and hammering heart. “Just let my arms down.”

Her brows stooped in confusion, but she snapped her fingers and his hands dropped back to the chair. He sagged forward, taking deep breaths and trying to clear his mind.

She slowly knelt in front of him, silent for a few breaths. “Mind telling me what that was all about?”

His throat closed up. Mutely, he shook his head. He’d avoided magic ever since he’d escaped the Order. Though he still had nightmares, and sure, he was a little jumpy, he hadn’t suspected the Order had affected him like this.

He was seriously fucked up. And this witch, no matter how desirable, was not helping.

Verika didn’t press him for answers. Instead, she put on a pair of latex gloves and began observing his skin. When she got to his back, she pressed her fingertips to the spot just above his left shoulder blade. “What’s this?”

He knew what she saw. The intricate, black ink mark seemed to shimmer red in the light. Its patterns reminded him of a coiled serpent. “It’s a spell… I think.”

“You’re saying you don’t know what it is?”

“No.” He knew it wasn’t a tracking spell. He suspected it may be some sort of binding spell, but so far, he hadn’t felt any side effects. He had learned enough about magic in his time with the Order to know that binding spells usually brought about side effects; nausea, vomiting, amnesia, irritability, and so on.

He felt a pair of eyes on him and he lifted his gaze.

A woman was watching him from the door. He narrowed his eyes.

Something flashed across the woman’s eyes and she swiftly entered the room. “Knock, knock,” she said, rapping her knuckles across the door. “Didn’t start without me, did you?”

Verika looked up and tensed. “Emilia,” she said with forced civility. “I thought you were in Virginia visiting your family.”

“I got back early.” She surveyed Elijah with cold scrutiny. Why the hell did she look so familiar? There was something about her eyes…

The woman was tall and lithe. Her dark hair was straight and came about halfway down her back. She had olive-toned skin, a white blouse and gray dress slacks. Her glasses were red-rimmed. She looked like the sophisticated, brainy type of woman. Emilia leaned against the table and folded her arms. “So what do we have here?”

“Nothing I can’t handle,” said Verika curtly.

“Need some help?”

“No.”

Emilia’s mouth quirked up. It was as if she enjoyed toying with Verika.

Elijah started to growl and then quickly stopped himself. What the hell? She’s not even your woman!

“Well, if you say so,” Emilia said, as if she didn’t believe Verika could handle things on her own. She yawned and flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I’m going to grab some coffee. Want some?”

“After last time? No, thank you.”

Elijah couldn’t help himself. “What happened last time?”

“Oh, she tried to poison me. It was nothing a quick antidote couldn’t fix.”

He looked right at Emilia and gave her his wickedest smile. “Sounds like a bitch.”

“Yeah, it was.”

“I wasn’t talking about the poison.”

Emilia’s eyes flashed with anger. She straightened and stomped toward the door. “Have fun with Mr. Smith. I’m sure you two will get along just fine.”

She pulled at the sleeves of her blouse, which had ridden farther up her arms after she’d crossed them. Something familiar flashed along the inside of her wrist. Her watch didn’t quite cover it up.

It was a pentagram with a Latin word scribbled in the middle—“Rebirth”.

The Mark of the Order.

He knew Mistress Black had connections and eyes and ears everywhere. People liked to boast about that kind of power, but with her, it was legit. He’d suspected the witches had infiltrated the DPI, but somehow he didn’t think he’d come across one in a city like this. It was fairly large, but there were way larger cities out there.

Terror slammed into his gut, making it harder for him to breathe.

Right before she went out the door, Emilia turned around and flashed him an evil smile.

She had wanted him to see her mark, wanted him to know they were watching.

Holy shit, he had to get out of here, fast.

“I need to leave,” he said. “The DPI isn’t as safe as you think it is.”

Verika, who had been popping the corks off vials, paused and frowned. “What do you mean?” Her eyes narrowed, and she scoffed. “Wait a minute, like, we have a mole? Now you’re just screwing with me.”

Oh, wouldn’t he like to. Get your mind out of the gutter. He might as well accept the fact he couldn’t think straight when she was around. “I’m not screwing with you. I wouldn’t about something like this.”

“There’s no way,” she said firmly. “There are spells in place to detect moles.”

“And I’m sure, just like any other type of spell, that they are completely free of loopholes,” he said dryly.

She paused and raised her chin. “I’m telling you it’s impossible.” She started to turn toward the door.

He was grasping at straws here. He needed to get her attention. Now. “I can help you find Mistress Black.”

She froze. A few seconds passed before she found her voice. She slowly turned around, gazing at him with suspicion. “You know where she is?”

He nodded, never looking away.

She pressed her lips together, deliberating. “You’re bluffing.”

“No, I’m not. I know exactly where she is. But the property’s bewitched so no one can ever find it. Except for me.” Liar, liar, his conscience sang.

He could see the interest in her eyes, the intense longing to believe him.

Gotcha.

He watched the news, heard the rumors of how every cop in the Underworld was looking for Black. Verika seemed like a fiercely loyal woman, a true cop. She’d do whatever it took to find a new lead.

She crossed her arms. “And what is the price for this favor?”

“That you break every last spell on me and promise to let me go once I take you to her.”

She stared at him a beat. Then she did something totally unexpected.

With a sultry look that set his blood ablaze, she slowly approached him. He watched how her hips swayed, imagined running his hands over them.

His back pressed flat against the chair as she leaned over him, straining that beautiful neck so that her mouth hovered right above his in an almost-kiss.

He held his breath and tensed, lips parted, not realizing how much he wouldn’t mind kissing her, until he found her lips less than an inch away from his.

He froze, afraid if he moved he’d ruin the moment. So he waited.

And waited.

“Forget it,” she whispered, her eyes darkening. “There is no way in hell I’d ever aid a criminal.”

He blinked. His breath left in a whoosh, like a balloon deflating, as she abruptly stood and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her.
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What the hell was the matter with her?

She hadn’t even done her job yet, but she’d run like hell out of that room because she couldn’t stand another second around that man.

It wasn’t even that she found him obnoxious or repulsive. No, on the contrary, her body had responded in an entirely unwelcome way. The way he looked at her, like he wanted her… she still felt overheated, even as she ran to the break room, grabbed a paper cup, poured herself some ice water, and chugged it. The cold liquid did nothing but make her throat hurt.

The second she’d taken his shirt off, she’d thought… Hot damn. It was obvious Mr. Smith had taken very good care of his physique. A landscape of hardened muscles had met her hungry gaze, and she’d found it incredibly difficult to look away from him. She couldn’t get the image of his body out of her head. Worse yet, she could feel how slick her panties had gotten on the way to the break room.

It had been a long time since she’d wanted to have sex with a man. She simply didn’t have time for dating and the drama that usually went with it.

Or, at least, that’s the excuse she kept feeding herself. Deep down, she knew it was because she was scared of getting her heart snapped in half again. Leaving Nik had been the hardest thing she’d ever had to do. But when it became clear that he was never going to mark her, she couldn’t think of a way that this could end well for either of them. In the end, she’d ultimately had to cut him loose, for both their sakes.

Verika poured herself another cup of water and gulped it down.

“Feeling all hot and bothered by Mr. Sexy Werewolf?” Emilia asked, coming up from behind her with a steaming cup of coffee.

Verika’s teeth grated. This was so not how she pictured her morning going. “No. I’m just thirsty.” She tried going around Emilia, but she cut her off.

Verika hated that they worked in the same department. It also didn’t help that Emilia was so damned skinny. Verika was comfortable with her weight, which was a little on the plush and curvy side, but she never could quite shake the desire to wear skin-tight clothes without feeling self-conscious. And Emilia liked to show off.

Verika swore that as soon as the witch mafia case was through, she was so going to move. No more Emilia, no more bullshit. A fresh start was in order.

Emilia flashed a malicious smile at her. “Any luck cracking those cloaking spells?”

Verika raised a brow. “Why are you so interested in this? This isn’t even your case.”

“It is now. The chief called me in to help you out.”

Great. That stung a little. Verika made a mental note to talk to her boss once she was done with Mr. Smith. If he was losing his faith in her abilities, then she might as well pack up and transfer to a different department in another city now.

Determined not to let Emilia see how shaken up she was, Verika said smoothly, “Good. We’ll get finished in half the time. I’ll meet you back there in five.”

Emilia’s eyes flashed with anger at the dismissal. “You should be thankful a real witch is going to be there to supervise you, in case something goes wrong.”

“Obviously, I don’t require supervision, seeing as I’m a pay grade above you.”

Emilia’s face turned red. “For now.” With that, she whirled about and marched out of the room, nearly knocking over a petite blond witch—Rosie—standing near the door.

Rosie turned a worried look toward Verika. “That must be Emilia.”

“Yep.” The “p” made a popping noise.

“She’s… charming.”

“I could think of a few other descriptions,” Verika muttered darkly.

Rosie shifted her weight. “Is she giving you a hard time again?”

Verika sighed and rubbed her temples. “Yes and no. It’s nothing outside of the ordinary. It’s just been a tough morning.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s not your fault.” Verika smiled at her friend. “Are you enjoying your first day at the job?”

The younger girl smiled and vigorously nodded her head. “Oh, yes! It’s amazing! I mean, I know I’m only a secretary for now, but I’m hoping I can move into the lab department soon.”

“I’m sure you will. You always know the most at our meetings. More than our illustrious leader, sometimes.”

Verika had met Rosie at her weekly spellbook club meetings. The girl was new to the area, and although she was only twenty, she was a skilled Blue Witch. Though her affinity lay with water magic, she was knowledgeable about every other kind of magic, as well as being a living and breathing grimoire. The two had started talking and soon couldn’t shut up about their love for witchcraft.

Rosie blushed at Verika’s compliment. “I really appreciate you getting me this job.”

Verika waved away her thanks. “Don’t think anything of it. We could use more people like you around here.”

Rosie beamed. “Are you coming to the meeting tonight?”

“Wouldn’t miss it.” She really wouldn’t, either. She hadn’t missed a single meeting since she’d joined this past January. She’d tried online forums and stopping by local coven meetings, but most of the people she’d come across online were just humans screwing around or crackpots. As for the covens she’d visited, some were fine and others weren’t. Like the one where they all practiced magic while naked. No way was she letting a bunch of strangers see her goods.

She had about given up on finding a place to fit in when a coworker referred her to the spellbook club. Finally, here were people who loved magic and loved talking about it and sharing new spells. It was different from the covens she’d visited. The club felt more academic, something her inner nerd craved. There, she didn’t feel like an outcast.

Verika bid her friend goodbye and headed back up to the de-spelling rooms with a sigh.

She thought about what Emilia had said, about how thankful she should be that a “real” witch was helping her.

If there was one thing Verika had learned, it was that no matter where you went or what you did, you were always going to run into an asshole. Emilia was one of those elitist witches who thought just because a dabbler like Verika hadn’t found an affinity for a certain type of magic yet, it somehow made her scum.

So what if none of the elements had ever chosen her? Her knacks so far had been in more practical magic, such as breaking spells, tracking spells, finding the loopholes other people couldn’t see… It was something she’d prided herself on. She’d turned her “disability” into her greatest asset, and by doing so, had become nearly indispensable to this department. Verika knew the peers who teased her were just jealous because she outranked them. Most people respected her, though. She had to work twice as hard to compensate for her lack of a magical categorization.

The different affinities—Blue Magic, Red Magic, Green Magic, and so on—felt a lot like cliques. She swore this place was just like high school, sometimes.

Verika braced herself as she rounded the corner. Not only would her worst enemy be in there, but she’d have to deal with Mr. Sexy again. Or more likely, her body’s reaction to Mr. Sexy.

She sighed as she gripped the doorknob. Here goes.

She twisted.

It was locked. And the window shades had been drawn.

Verika’s eyes narrowed. That bitch would try to lock her out.

Having a feeling she already knew what would happen, Verika tried swiping her badge and punching in her authorization key on the panel beside the door.

Nothing happened. It must be bewitched.

Too bad that wasn’t going to work, no matter what type of spell Emilia had cast upon the security panel.

Closing her eyes, Verika held her hand up over the panel. Heat started to build below her palm as she chanted, searching for the loophole that would allow her to rip this spell apart.

The lights hummed and then began to flicker, but she ignored it. The electricity had been really weird all over the city lately. It seemed anywhere she went, lights were acting up.

Her brows furrowed in concentration as she searched the spell. She could see it in the darkness of her mind, a rainbow of multi-colored threads.

Almost… there…

Her eyes spotted the hole and she reached out with her own magic and pulled.

Her ears popped as pressure swelled in the air, and sparks sizzled beneath her palm. She gritted her teeth and jerked back her hand. Some spells didn’t like to be broken, and they bit back.

Feeling cranky, she grabbed the knob without hesitation and opened the door.

“You know, Emilia, I look past a lot of your bullshit, but I’m getting really sick and tired of…”

Her voice trailed off as she took in the scene before her, and her eyes widened.

“What the hell is going on?”
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That was exactly what Elijah would like to know.

When Emilia had sauntered in, alone, a few minutes ago, he thought he was done for. Mistress Black would surely want him dead. He knew too much.

So, when Emilia raked a fingernail down his face and said, “She wants you back, precious,” he had almost wished she had wanted him dead instead. After all, he’d bet anything the reason she wanted him back was to kill him herself.

Death at the hands of Emilia was surely better than what he was about to face.

“What do you mean, ‘She wants me back’?” Elijah had demanded, despite the horror uttering those words produced.

“It means just that,” Emilia had said, along with a few words that ensured the door wouldn’t open. “She has big plans for you.”

“What kind of plans?”

Emilia had smiled, and it had made his blood run cold. “All kinds of plans. You’ll see.”

“I don’t want to see. I don’t want to go anywhere near her again, or any of you witches, for that matter.”

“Yet, your tail seemed to wag for Ms. Tate.”

Damn. Was he that transparent? “You’re delusional,” he’d said.

“I’m a lot of things, sweet pea, but delusional isn’t one of them.” She’d gone over to the cabinet and grabbed a piece of chalk. With a wave of her hand, she’d barked a word in Latin and the next thing he knew, he couldn’t move. She’d begun drawing a circle on the floor around his chair while he’d struggled to break free, all the while feeling his heart rate shoot up, up, up.

Emilia had started to chant as she walked. The hum of a spell had buzzed along Elijah’s skin, making it prickle. The circle had begun to glow neon green.

“What are you doing?”

Emilia didn’t speak again until the spell was complete. “Sending you back.” She’d raised both arms, her whispered chanting growing more frenzied as her eyes became totally black.

He’d struggled in vain but couldn’t move. He couldn’t go back to that castle of horrors, couldn’t face the terrible beauty of that madwoman again.

“Stop it,” he’d breathed, but his voice was swept away in the rising gale in the room. The lights had begun to flicker. The spell had pressed against his skin, making him feel like everything was being sucked toward his torso. He’d wondered if this is what it would feel like to be sucked into a black hole.

He’d gritted his teeth, resisting the increasingly painful pull of the spell, when the door burst open and there stood his angel. Her hair looked like fire as the wind picked it up.

“You know, Emilia, I look past a lot of your bullshit, but I’m getting really sick and tired of…”

Her voice trailed off as she took in the scene before her, and her eyes widened.

“What the hell is going on?”

Emilia whirled, fixing those black eyes on Verika. Verika startled as she took in her coworker. “Black Magic? But you’re not a Black Witch.”

“This power’s on loan,” Emilia hissed, then slashed at the air. The door slammed shut, sealing Verika inside with them. All the while, the circle still burned brightly around Elijah and the pressure increased. God, it hurt like a mother, like his insides were being siphoned out.

Verika held up her hands, circling the table so it was between her and Emilia. “Whatever you’ve done, you can undo it.”

“Too late now. She’ll kill me if she finds out I had him within my grasp and let him escape.”

“Who will kill you?”

“Who do you think?” she said, lifting her arm and jerking back her shirt sleeve. The tattoo symbolizing she was a member of the Order sparkled dark red in the light, and Verika’s eyes widened.

“Oh, my God,” she breathed. “You’re one of them.” She glanced at Elijah in disbelief, as if she couldn’t believe he had been right. She stared at Emilia. “You know where she is. You’ve known the whole time, and you haven’t said a damned word.”

“If you’d met her, you wouldn’t either,” Emilia said, along with a shiver that looked strangely like fear. Elijah could relate. Mistress Black scared the shit out of him, too.

“Emilia, let me help you,” Verika pleaded.

Emilia laughed. “You can’t help me. You’re just a dabbler. What the hell can you possibly expect to do against someone with her power?”

Verika winced, her hurt feelings showing through briefly before pure anger took over. “I’m stronger than you think.” Grabbing one of the vials she’d left off the table, she uncorked it and threw it at Elijah’s feet. It burst right on the circle, causing steam to shoot up. The circle sizzled and flared before the chalk shattered like glass, leaving glowing neon green shards all over the floor.

The unbearable constriction Elijah had felt against his lungs eased, and he sucked in a huge breath, coughing.

“Bitch!” Emilia spat. “I’m sick of you sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong!” Raising both arms with a cry, she shoved them outward. The table surged backward, aiming to pin Verika against the wall, but she leapt out of the way. She landed on the floor as the table banged against the wall.

Elijah instantly snarled and tried to stand, but the binding spell was still in effect. Damn! He hated feeling helpless, hated not being able to do anything as the world fell apart around him.

He remembered a dreary night when he’d watched in terror as his family was turned into werewolves. He’d felt the same sense of helplessness then as he did now, as he’d watched their blood color the ground. Their screams and pleas for help still haunted his dreams.

And now, this innocent woman was most likely going to die right in front of him, all while he sat around and watched.

Furious with life continuously kicking him in the teeth, he began snarling and thrashing, trying to break free. He would not give up, not while he could still make a difference.

Verika scrambled to her feet, but Emilia seized her foot and threw her, with impossible strength. Verika crashed into the shelves of supplies, falling flat on her back and covering her head as potions, glass, and all sorts of other manner of supplies rained down on her.

“I’m so sick of hearing your name lauded among our colleagues,” Emilia said as she slowly approached. “Do you have any idea how infuriating it is having someone with no clear affinity outrank you? Do you know how hard it’s been smiling when someone praises you, or even just looking at you?”

Verika chuckled, the sound raspy. “If you’re looking for me to apologize for your inability to control your jealousy, then sorry to disappoint you. By the way, I hope you got health insurance when you signed on.” Dipping her hand into a nearby open box of what appeared to be pink sand, she quickly muttered a phrase in Gaelic and blew the dust at Emilia.

It took on a life of its own, shooting straight for her face. She coughed and sputtered, then began to sway. “What did… you…?”

She hit the floor, unconscious, before she could even finish the question.

“Oh, my God,” Verika breathed, clapping both hands around her mouth in horror. “I just stunned my coworker. Holy mother of—”

“Hey!” Elijah barked. “I don’t mean to be a dick, but can you fall apart later? We need to get the hell out of here.”

“We?”

He gave her an exasperated look.

Standing on shaky legs, Verika walked over to him and stared.

He waited. “Well?”

“But you’ll escape if I set you free. Or kill me and then escape.”

He snorted. “I won’t harm you, I promise. But I am planning on escaping.” He studied her. She was quick on her feet and obviously had some tricks up her sleeves. She could come in handy as an ally.

If you’re being honest with yourself, you’ll admit you just want her around so you can undress her with your eyes some more.

“You should come with me,” he said.

Her breath caught. “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because…”

“Because I’m the bad guy?” He gave Emilia a pointed look.

Verika swallowed hard and shifted her weight. “It’s just, my whole world has turned upside down in a few seconds. I have no idea what to think right now.”

“Do you think I would hurt you?”

She stared back without blinking. “No.”

“Do you think I would intentionally place you in harm’s way?”

She bit her lip.

He sighed. “Look, I don’t mean to force you into all this, but hell, you’re already in the middle of it, anyway. If you’re half as devoted to justice as you seem to be, then why not free me and let me help you take down the Order?”

Verika didn’t reply.

“I can’t stay here,” he said simply. “Clearly, the Order has infiltrated your ranks, and you can take however long you like to come to grips with that. But either way, once they find me, there’s no telling what they’ll do to me. Now, will you please help me?”

Verika glanced at the door with indecision. “I’ve never broken the rules,” she murmured, more to herself than anyone else. “I’ve never once stepped out of line. I’ve always been so careful. How come this is happening to me?”

“Maybe because it was meant to.” He let the weight of those words sink in. He wasn’t sure if he believed in fate or not, but there was something eerie about their meeting. Almost as if it was meant to be.

Verika turned her gaze back on Elijah. She muttered a few words and he could move his limbs again.

“Thank you,” he said, standing quickly and looking around. He pointed to the camera mounted on the wall. “Emilia said she spelled that to make it look like she was just de-spelling me. I think it’s only supposed to last a few minutes. It’s a mirage.”

Verika’s brows rose. “You know about mirages?”

“Yeah.”

“But you’re not a warlock.”

“You learn a lot of random shit when you’re held prisoner by a coven of malicious witches.”

Verika ran her hands through her hair and began pacing. “Okay, so we need to think this through.” Her voice shook, like she was trying to keep from falling apart. Her eyes fell on Emilia. “Oh, God, what have I done? I’ll get fired for sure. Everyone knows we don’t like each other, and she’ll probably try to make it look like I just—”

Elijah took her by the arms and forced her to face him. “Just relax,” he said, staring her in the eyes. “She’s still breathing. She was going to attack you and you defended yourself. You have done nothing wrong.”

“You’re right.” Verika shook her head and took a deep, calming breath. She let it out slowly. “Thanks. Sorry, lost my cool there. This isn’t how I normally behave.”

He somehow doubted that. Fantastic. So his witch was a control freak. Put one thing out of order in her life, and she just comes unglued.

There was no telling how she was going to act when random shit happened, but she’d handled this situation rather spectacularly, and she was sort of his only option.

They needed to act now, before they were discovered.

“Can you get us out of here?”

“I… I think so,” she murmured, looking around and seeming distracted. Her brows furrowed in thought. She began rummaging through the remnants of the potions on the floor. “Where is it, where is it…” she muttered to herself. “Aha!” She at last held up a glittering vial of what looked like bottled light.

“What the hell is that?” Elijah said, growing tense as she approached with it.

“Our ticket out of here,” she said. Color heated her cheeks. “But first, I need you to hold on to me,” she mumbled, not looking at him.

He quirked a brow, resisting the urge to grin. “As you wish.” He stepped closer without hesitation and rested his hands on her waist.

“Um… you might want to hold on tighter.” Her voice got smaller as she spoke, and the color burned more vibrantly in her cheeks.

No complaints from him. He circled his arms around her waist, enjoying the plushness of her curves. She was soft. He bet her creamy, bare skin was even softer.

She let out a startled gasp as he yanked her to him. “Like this?” he murmured in a husky voice, gazing down into her eyes.

She gulped. “Yeah,” she whispered. “That should do.”

Those beautiful green eyes stared up into his for a moment, searching. “What’s your name? Your real name?”

He shouldn’t have told her. It would have made things so much simpler between them in the long run.
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