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WARRIOR PRINCE

Nira Larsen’s dream job interview at an Orlando theme park turns into a nightmare when she’s attacked by costumed thugs. She’s rescued by a band of space warriors known as the Drift Lords. Their leader, Zohar Thorald, explains that Nira’s assailants were Trolleks, invaders from another dimension. They’ve targeted her because she has the power to defeat them. The Trolleks have opened a dimensional portal through which they’re invading Earth, and Zohar needs Nira’s help to seal this rift.

As her dormant powers awaken, Nira realizes the ancient myths she’s studied as a mythology grad student are real. Her elemental abilities are derived from the Norse gods. But she also feels an unexpected connection to the Trolleks that she can’t explain.

Zohar falls for the feisty redhead until one of the Drift Lords is murdered, and his doubts about her loyalty threaten to derail his mission. While he’s torn between his duty to save Earth and his love for a woman who might betray him, he has no choice except to trust her. A worldwide cataclysm will result if he fails, and only together can they succeed in saving Earth.
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Chapter One
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“Hi, I’m Nira Larsen, here for an interview,” she told the receptionist, whose solemn stare and black attire would have suited the funeral home she’d visited earlier.

“Please take a seat. We’ll be with you in a few minutes.” The woman’s blunt-cut dark hair swung as she pressed a button on her console to announce Nira’s arrival.

Nira glanced at the small waiting area with its threadbare carpet, row of vinyl seats, and musty odor. Why was no one else here? And why did this place appear so seedy, with peeling paint and grime-coated windows? Maybe she didn’t want to work for people who treated their applicants with such disrespect.

Nonetheless, she’d like to land a position at Drift World. On her budget, she couldn’t afford a ticket to the role-playing adult theme park but getting a job there would solve that problem. Plus, she needed the money for other reasons.

She took a seat, an odd buzzing in her ears. It had started when she walked into the place. But even weirder had been the way the theme park’s temporary employment office appeared to materialize out of thin air.

The address specified on the classified ad had taken her next to a popular café on Orlando’s International Drive. Maybe she was just tired after her last two disastrous interviews, but she could have sworn this log cabin hadn’t been in the parking lot when she’d arrived.

Her thoughts scattered when the inner door burst open, and an attractive blonde smiled at her. “Come in, Miss Larsen. My name is Algie Morar. I understand you’re applying for a position as a makeup artist?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

Nira followed her into a corridor marked by closed doors on either side. At the far end, the hallway opened into a large room from which low male voices rumbled in a strange guttural tongue. A curtain made of fabric strips obstructed the view.

The woman halted and opened a door, gesturing silently for Nira to enter. But instead of facing a desk and chairs as she’d expected for an interview, she spied a treatment table, sink, and counters like in a doctor’s office. A supply of cosmetics lay spread out on the counter—brushes, eye pencils, powders, and other familiar tools.

“Wait here.” Algie turned on her heel and left Nira alone. A moment later, she returned with a burly man in tow.

Nira’s mouth fell open. The stocky fellow had oversized ears, a long bulbous nose, and abnormally large hands and feet. His small beady eyes glared at her from beneath bushy brows. He wore a workman’s clothes, stained trousers and a plaid shirt.

“Jek is a test subject to see if you suit us for employment. See if you can make him look more normal,” Algie said.

Nira stifled a nervous cough. Weren’t those huge cauliflower ears prosthetics? “Um, I’m not sure I—”

“Use those supplies.” Algie pointed to the counter. “Shadowing, for example, can de-emphasize certain features. You should know what to do.”

The blonde sauntered closer. Her porcelain features were so refined, she could have been a model. She leaned inward, her ocean blue eyes shining brightly, her rosy lips parting as though about to confide a secret. Nira couldn’t drag her gaze away. Her nostrils picked up a floral scent that held her spellbound.

It seemed so natural when Algie placed a palm on her arm like an old friend.

Nira sprang back as the buzzing sound in her head increased to painful decibels.

Algie’s eyes blazed. “How are you resisting me?”

“What?”

“Never mind, just do as I said. Fix Jek to look more human.”

More human? Nira shook her head. That annoying buzzing sound must be affecting her brain.

However, it didn’t affect her instincts. An inner voice hammered at her to leave. She backed away, but at a simple nod from Algie, the door slammed shut from an invisible force.

“You’re not going anywhere until I find out how you’re blocking me. Jek, seize her.”

The big man’s beefy hand clamped onto her arm.

“Let me go.” Nira fought to elbow him in the gut, but his strength overwhelmed her. He hauled her toward the treatment table. “Stop, or I’ll scream.”

The woman’s sinister chuckle chilled her blood. “Go ahead. No one will hear you.”

Jek thrust Nira against the hard metal table and pressed her in place with his thighs.

Algie sauntered closer. “You’re different. You can block my spell. We haven’t met anyone like you before. It could be a danger to us.” The woman’s smooth tone belied the enmity in her eyes.

Nira swallowed against rising alarm. These people must belong to some cult.

Get out while you can.

She stomped on Jek’s instep, hoping to dislodge his grip. He merely chuckled and dumped her supine on the table.

“Help! Someone help me!” she cried when he reached for restraints.

Jek had secured one wrist in a leather strap when a crash sounded from outside in the corridor, followed by shouts and loud blasts. The door burst open, and black-clad masked figures poured inside. They aimed weapons at Algie, who repelled their fire by dodging aside in a blur of speed and then vanishing. Air rushed by Nira’s ear. Then Jek was gone as well, leaving her at the mercy of these formidable men.

They stood in a huddle, murmuring in low voices. One of the gang slid his gaze her way and pointed at her.

“I’ll take care of the woman,” he said in a commanding tone. “Algie and her troops have probably vectored out by now but search the place anyway and see what you can find.” As the others scrambled to obey, he strode over to where Nira lay helpless on the table.

Wriggling against the strap holding her down, she cursed when it wouldn’t give way. Now what? Was she a prize to be claimed by their leader? She cringed when he stroked her cheek.

“Who are you, little one? And how did you resist the Confounding?” His gentle tone surprised her.

“Untie me.” She attempted to twist away, but he gripped her shoulder, holding her down. Flat on her back, she gazed into his intense turquoise eyes. She couldn’t see the rest of his face, hidden by a hooded mask that covered his head. He smelled like pine trees and peat smoke. Calm trickled through her, quieting the buzz in her mind.

Strange that she didn’t abhor this man’s touch as she had Jek’s. Far from it. She squirmed under his scrutiny, aware that her situation wasn’t much better and yet she felt no fear. The stranger in black continued to study her, his eyes narrowed as though he contemplated a decision.

Banging noises sounded from outside as his men searched the building as per his orders. A single lightbulb glared overhead, casting the room into a surreal light. Dust motes floated in the air.

“I will release you, but you must come with us,” the man said in a commanding tone.

Ice water sluiced through her veins. She didn’t want to go anywhere with these fierce-looking men. “Look, I won’t tell anyone what’s happened here if you let me go home.”

“I understand you are frightened. Be assured no further harm will come to you.” He spoke soothingly, as though to a child. “I promise to keep you safe.”

“Please, just set me free.” She hated the way her voice quavered.

“How about if we make a deal? My men and I will take you home, but then you must listen to my proposal. We could use your help.”

She nodded, having every intention of bolting for the door when on her feet. As he untied the strap around her wrist, tingling warmth raced along her nerves. Before she could jerk away, his strong hands grasped her by the waist and lifted her off the table.

Standing, she rubbed her arms, grateful for her mobility. Her glance skittered toward the exit. Unfortunately, the stranger obstructed her route. His tall physique overpowered the room.

“What’s your name?” Maybe she could gain his sympathy.

“I am Zohar Thorald. Let us leave this place before the displacement field reactivates.” While the man spoke in a soft tone, his authority brooked no arguments.

Nira assumed he must be a foreigner, judging from his stiff manner of speech.

He stalked into the hallway, calling for his comrades to follow. Nira trailed after him, frustrated when she still couldn’t reach the main entrance. As if reinforcing her plight, Zohar snagged her elbow while he addressed his men.

“Find anything?”

“It’s too late,” one guy answered. “They must have taken anything of value before we arrived. It’s almost as though they were expecting us.”

The wall shimmered, and Nira blinked.

“Everyone outside.” Zohar yanked on her arm, dragging her into the anteroom and out the front door. Daylight pierced her vision.

“My sunglasses. I left my purse in there. Let me go.”

She twisted sideways but couldn’t break his grip. No way would she leave her Coach bag behind. It had been the first designer item she could afford, even if she’d bought it at the outlet store.

Zohar nodded to one of his men, who detached from the group and raced inside. He reappeared in the doorway and leapt onto the pavement just as the entire structure faded before her eyes.

“Okay, that wasn’t real. I must be hallucinating.” Nira accepted her bag from the man who’d retrieved it.

“No hallucination. You were nearly ensnared.” Zohar prodded her toward a parked white van. “This is why you need our protection. Secure her.” He handed her off to another masked man before heading toward the driver’s seat.

“I have my own car. I can meet you wherever we’re going.” Nira thought it worth a try.

Zohar whipped around. “Give your keys to Kaj. He will follow us.”

“I don’t think so. Hey, what are you doing?”

One of the men flashed a pair of stormy gray eyes as he snatched her purse. He fished inside until he found her key ring. Tossing the bag back, he strode toward her vehicle as though it emitted a beacon. Along the way, he ripped off his mask. She got a glimpse of unruly wheat hair, even features, and a taut jaw before he turned his back on them.

“All right, how did he know that’s my car?” She held her ground, refusing to budge.

“Your signals are strong, little one. You left your essence on your automobile. Even we are not immune.”

Zohar tore off his hood, making her inhale sharply. If kidnappers competed for looks, he could win a spot in GQ Magazine.

Deep-set turquoise eyes sat under emphatic brows and above a straight, aquiline nose. A firm mouth spoke of a man who set himself high standards, his upper lip a bit narrower than its fuller bottom. He wore his dark brown hair swept back over a regal forehead like Captain Kirk on the original Star Trek show, although his hair was tussled from the mask.

He grinned, transforming his stern expression into one of devilish amusement. An answering coil of warmth rolled through her.

Okay, get a grip. You’re trapped with four hunky guys who could easily overpower you, and you have no notion of their true intentions. She had to give them credit for rescuing her, though. Maybe they were undercover agents working with some federal agency on a drug bust case.

“Can we take off our masks, rageesh?” another man asked in a respectful tone.

Zohar shrugged. “Why not? The lady is one of us now. Tell me where you wish to go.” His deep voice flowed over her like warm honey.

The police station, big guy. Unfortunately, she didn’t know where one was located on International Drive.

She gave him her address while the rest of his men tore off their disguises. Crammed inside the second row of the van between two hunks, Nira clutched her precious handbag.

When her friend and mentor, Grace Miller, saw Nira trooping home with a gang of men, she’d probably call the cops herself.

Nira hoped so. Now that she was free to pursue her research, she didn’t want anything to interfere.

Her glance dropped to her wristwatch. She’d received the timepiece from her mother as a gift when she lay on her deathbed, along with a confession that Nira had been adopted. This keepsake, left by her biological parents, remained the only clue to her true identity. It ran with no visible mechanism and no battery. She suspected it relied on solar energy.

Once Nira discovered the inscription on its face was runic lettering, she became fascinated with Norse legends. She studied comparative mythology in grad school, hoping to teach after she’d earned her doctorate degree. In the meantime, she meant to trace her origins but lacked the funding to carry out her plans. So far, she wasn’t having much luck in finding a summer job.

She couldn’t worry about that now. First, she had to get away from these guys.

Twenty minutes later, they pulled up to the curb in front of Grace’s house. As the driver of Nira’s car joined them outside, the elderly lady meandered into the yard. She wore a loose patterned top with cream-colored pants and not a hair out of place on her teased gray head.

Nira’s heart swelled with affection. Grace was a kindly neighbor who’d offered support when her mother died six years ago. After raising her two younger sisters, Nira had moved into Grace’s house to save money. While the arrangement suited them both, Nira yearned for freedom, not to mention a measure of privacy. This was another reason why she wanted a job, to afford her own apartment. It would mean leaving Grace alone, though, and the eighty-two-year-old woman enjoyed her company.

“Nira, what happened? I didn’t expect you back so early.” Grace peered at Nira’s companions. “Who are your friends?”

The one with rangy black hair and a beard spoke up. “We are...cousins.”

“Really?” Grace propped her hands on her slim hips. “I didn’t know you had any relatives besides your sisters, dear.”

“No, I, uh—”

Zohar strode to Nira’s side and spoke to her in an undertone. “If you need credits, I am prepared to offer you a job.”

“Say again?” Leaning forward, Grace cupped her ear.

Nira shot Zohar an inquiring glance. She’d ask him what his remark meant later. In the meantime, she raised her voice so Grace could hear.

“These are cousins on my father’s side. Since he walked out on us when I was eight years old, I never knew much about his family. I was quite surprised when they showed up.” Glaring at Zohar, she waited for him to contradict her. He grinned back, a gleam of approval in his eyes.

“My word, you must be thrilled. Come inside and have some lemonade and cake.” Grace surveyed their attire. “No doubt you’ll want to lose those costumes. Your awesome guns add a nice touch, but they might frighten someone. Great choice of props, boys. I hadn’t realized a science fiction convention was in town.”

“This is Zohar,” Nira supplied when he appeared at a loss for words. “Guys, meet Grace. She’s a dear family friend.”

“Where will you be staying? I know some budget hotels if you need a place.” Grace’s face lit up as it always did when she offered advice.

A hunk with golden blond hair and a youthful face had been speaking softly into his cell phone, or at least a device that looked like one. Switching it off, he regarded his leader. “Rayne has secured accommodations for us at a local hostelry.”

“Oh, that’s good. I suppose you’ll want to visit the theme parks while you’re here,” Grace said as the sun broiled Nira’s scalp.

Zohar cocked his head. “What is a theme park? Our objective is Drift World.”

Grace wagged a finger. “Personally, sonny, I don’t see the attraction in adults role-playing their fantasy jobs. Get a real one, that’s my opinion.”

“Grace, it’s too warm out here. I’m going inside,” Nira said. She snatched her keys from the carjacker and used the remote to lock her vehicle. Then she wheeled toward the front door, advancing only a few steps before she hesitated. These men seemed friendly, but was it wise to invite them in?

She turned toward Zohar. “Thanks for the escort home. Please don’t feel you have to hang around on my account. You must have things to do.”

“We still need to talk.” A determined look on his face, Zohar gestured toward the house.

Her stomach sank. She wasn’t going to get rid of him so easily. Maybe she could figure out a way to ditch these guys after cooling off inside.

Their leader accompanied her, his boots pounding on the hot pavement. The others crowded behind as she resignedly led the way.

Inside the foyer, Nira tossed her purse on a side table. As soon as Grace was out of earshot in the kitchen, she lowered her voice. “Okay, who are you and what do you want? And where are you from? You talk like foreigners.”

“Our home is called Karrell.” Zohar’s eyes smoldered as he regarded her, his height and powerful shoulders making her feel small and feminine.

“Never heard of it. Must be a tiny country.” She swept her gaze over their belted tunics, side arms, and tailored trousers. “You could pass for invaders from outer space. Are you sure you’re not here for a convention? Or are you actors looking for jobs? Your outfits appear authentic. Or perhaps you’re part of a SWAT team?”

“We are here to save your world, not invade it. What is this phrase, swat team?”

“I will research it, rageesh.” The man with a stubbled jaw, unkempt hair, and killer dimples could have been a double for Josh Holloway on Lost. Nira stared at him, wondering if this were some sort of reality show with hidden cameras.

“I told you not to call me that, Paz.”

“My apologies.” Paz bowed his head, making Nira wonder about his relationship to Zohar.

“What did you want to tell me?” she asked.

Zohar’s gaze darkened. “We have much to discuss, but not a lot of time.”

“Please, feel free to go and take your friends along with you. Your problems aren’t mine, although I do want to thank you for rescuing me from those nutcases in that employment office. Just how did that place vanish, anyway? It was some sort of optical illusion, yes?”

“In a way. Look, you fail to understand the danger. We cannot leave you alone.”

“I’m home now, so I am safe. I appreciate your concern, but I’ll be fine.”

He shook his head. “The Trolleks will come after you. They will follow your scent.”

“What scent?” She sniffed the air. “Are you telling me I stink? I may have been running around in the heat, but—”

A grin transformed his face. “You misinterpret, little one. Your skin is fragrant, like purpura blossoms. It is a most pleasant scent and highly alluring.”

Her cheeks flushed until she latched onto his other remark. “Trolleks? Who are they? And what did you mean when you mentioned credits outside?”

He raised an imperious eyebrow. “I wish to offer you a position as our local guide.”

She gazed at him askance. Whoever these guys were, there wasn’t any doubt in her mind that they needed help navigating the locale. Should she accept?

With her track record, it was likely to be the only decent job offer in her future. Her temples throbbed while she debated her response.

Right now, when she could finally search for her birth parents, she didn’t need any roadblocks getting in the way. Was it worth tagging along with Zohar and his gang to earn the cash she needed for her research?

Maybe they were tourists from a backwater country, but that didn’t explain their raid on the log hut or their assault gear. Something else was going on. Hooking up with them, even as their hired guide, could only spell trouble.

She stood tall, giving Zohar a level glance. “Sorry. Tempting as your offer is, I have to decline.”

“Wrong answer.” Zohar’s jaw tightened as he reached for her.
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Chapter Two
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“Leave now, before Grace returns.” Her eyes blazing with defiance, Nira stepped away from Zohar.

Cursing inwardly, Zohar let his arm fall. He’d failed to convince the Earth woman to accompany his band of men. Now he would have to force her to join them, an action that would not gain her cooperation.

His gaze shifted to her flame-red hair, fluffed on her head as if she’d just come from a windstorm on the Plains of Hyalith. He’d never get used to short hair on a woman. It seemed a sacrilege to their gender, but then, who was he to comment on another culture when he rejected his own?

Her hair framed a perfectly shaped face with dewy brown eyes, a proud nose, and an impertinent mouth. From the determined jut of her jaw, he could tell she’d stand her ground, which would make his task even more difficult.

By the faith, just being near her made it hard to think when a part of his anatomy went hard as well. It couldn’t be merely her scent, however strong. Her magnetism drew him, almost as though she exhibited Trollek power.

Impossible. The Trolleks were the reason he and his men were here.

He could still remember his shock when the alarm had sounded on his home world. A dimensional rift had cracked open on Earth, a protected planet whose inhabitants hadn’t yet joined the Star Empire. This event didn’t coincide with the natural cycle, when the friction between dimensional plates caused the portal to widen. Nor did the rift shut down as it should have after a buildup of cors particles at the event horizon.

As leader of the Drift Lords, Zohar had summoned his troops. It could only mean one thing—the Trolleks planned to invade Earth and enslave the populace. His team’s task was to seal the rift and stabilize the space-time continuum.

He’d gotten a brief reading targeting the cors emissions to the area known as the Bermuda Triangle. Then the Trolleks had activated a jamming device, but not before he’d scored a blip at a place in Central Florida called Drift World. This woman served as their best lead to locating the beasts’ main portal.

His attention diverted when the older lady returned holding a large brown dish from which emanated a mouth-watering aroma. He moistened his lips, aware his team couldn’t afford delays, not even to obtain sustenance. Nira had to leave with them now.

“Aren’t you going to introduce the rest of your relatives?” Grace set the platter on a polished wood dining table.

“Only if Nira packs her bag.” Zohar scowled at the redhead to induce compliance. “She has accepted our offer to act as tour guide. We need her to accompany us.”

“You can’t go without tasting my cake,” Grace insisted. “Sit down, sonny. Nira can throw her things together after you eat a snack. Boys are always hungry, aren’t they? Wait here, I’ll get some lemonade.” She scurried toward the kitchen.

“Have a seat,” Nira said with a smirk. “Resistance is futile where Grace is concerned.”

Grace returned minutes later carrying a pitcher and a stack of plastic cups. Unable to think of a way to budge Nira without tossing her over his shoulder, Zohar sank into a chair. He might as well introduce his team members.

“That is Paz.” Zohar pointed to his friend across the table. Paz flashed Nira a dimpled grin.

“He can be a bit headstrong, but the ladies love him. And this is Dal.” Zohar nodded at the silent, gaunt man. “Dal looks forbidding, but inside he hides a heart of gold. Borius over there possesses a temper, but he also has a reason.” The others laughed, while the young man flushed to the roots of his golden hair.

“Kaj lets you think he cares more about his engines than people, but that is untrue.” Zohar jerked a thumb toward his tense-faced engineer. “And finally, Yaron writes songs when he is not busy fighting.” Zohar indicated the bearded man with dark eyes.

“I’m not leaving with you, so don’t get too comfortable.” Nira snatched a filled cup from Grace and gulped down the pink liquid.

Zohar cocked his head. “May I have a word with you in private?” He had to convince her to go quietly and not make a scene. Besides, she’d promised to listen if he took her home. He didn’t care to be disobeyed in front of his men.

She licked a stray droplet off her lush mouth. “I’m going to use the bathroom and then change into something more comfortable. You can say your piece when I get back.”

“She is bathing now?” Yaron shot a puzzled glance at Zohar.

Nira gave him a withering look. “You’re kidding, right?” She plunked her cup down. “You can tell they don’t get out much,” she told Grace. “Too much team spirit, if you ask me.”

“No way. You mean...these good-looking men don’t like girls?” Grace’s eyebrows soared sky high.

Borius drew his dagger. “We are warriors, Drift Lords and Defenders of Earth. Do you dare to challenge our manhood?”

Leave it to the virgin among them to take offense. Zohar’s lips curved in amusement. “Stand down, Borius,” he ordered in a firm voice. “Nira, pack your belongings at once, or you will forfeit the chance. You will come with us. I shall explain when we reach safe quarters.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Safe? You mean from those Trolleks you mentioned? I thought you said they could track my scent.”

“We have ways of shielding you, but we must leave this house. It emits your essence too strongly. Every minute we remain increases the risk of detection.”

It wouldn’t be long now. The hackles rose on the back of his neck. He sniffed, searching for the chemical marker that preceded a Trollek’s vector shift.

Nira swept from the room, leaving him and his mates alone with the chatty older lady. He accepted a piece of cake, chewing absentmindedly. Might as well gain energy before the next battle. Once finished, he scraped to his feet. What was taking Nira so long?

He’d just decided to go after her when he heard a terrified shriek from another part of the house. His nostrils inhaled the smell of burnt filaments.

Pulling his Monix T-6 laser pistol, he fired at the Trolleks vectoring into sight. One of them flung himself onto Zohar’s back, hooking an arm around his neck. The Trollek meant to confound him. The spell wouldn’t work since Zohar had polarized himself against their power.

With his head forced back, he barely saw the dagger aimed in his direction, hurtled through the air by another beast. Their speed and ability to shift themselves along with inanimate objects gave them an advantage, but he’d been trained to fight their kind. Swirling, Zohar deflected the knife. It caught the Trollek clinging to him instead. With a howl, the creature slid to the ground, the blade imbedded in his spine.

“Get your hands off me, sonny,” Grace shouted from somewhere behind. Spinning around, Zohar caught a brief shimmer of light and then emptiness. Oh, no. Grace has been taken.

A surprise bolt of energy ripped the phase gun from his hand. What the—?

He glanced up, stunned to see a disruptor in one beast’s grip. Since when did Trolleks carry Class One armaments?

No matter, he had a few tricks of his own.

With a flying kick, Zohar knocked the weapon from his opponent’s grip. He didn’t have time to catch his breath. Another brute leapt in front of him, teeth bared, muscles bulging. The fellow’s eyes narrowed as they sized each other up, circling like prizefighters. He heard the grunts of his mates and Nira’s screams echoing down the hallway.

Dodging a blow aimed at his head, he ducked and rammed the beast in the stomach. It felt like a wall. His ears rang.

The Trollek laughed, grasping him under his arms and lifting him off his feet. Thick fingers squeezed into his flesh, causing him to clamp his lips against the pain. He kicked his legs but reached empty space instead of a target.

Fury scalded his blood. He should be enjoying the clear mountain air on Karrell and strolling through the pine-scented woods on his royal estate instead of battling his old enemy. It wasn’t the first time the beasts had stolen across the dimensional boundary, but by the great Wise One, it would be their last.

Ignoring the pinching agony in his armpits, Zohar raised his hands. He pressed his thumbs into the beast’s eyes. Rage gave him strength. The eyeballs felt like gel-filled globes, but he pushed until he hit solid bone.

Release came instantaneously. The Trollek let go with a yowl and vanished in a flash of light.

Back on his feet, Zohar wrinkled his nose. He’d never get used to the odor of burning circuitry that accompanied the beasts’ spatial shifts. Being able to sniff cors particles made him a Drift Lord, so he should be grateful. Not only did it enable him to anticipate their imminent arrival or departure, but it also gave him an edge in sensing when a rift opened.

A loud crash resounded, making him glance at his crew. They were holding their own. So far, Grace had been the only one captured. He cursed inwardly, realizing he couldn’t hear Nira anymore either. Could she have succumbed to the Trollek spell? He raced through the house, skidding to a halt when he saw her wrestling with a brute by an open doorway.

Thank the stars. If she hadn’t vanished, that meant she resisted the confounding again, since only spellbound victims could be taken. The enemy must want her because she was different. And if they couldn’t take her, they’d have one alternative.

The Trollek released her and winked from sight. Grabbing her by the wrist, Zohar lurched toward the front door.

In the dining hall, chairs and china flew through the air where the battle still raged. Trolleks howled and snorted as they fought. Then acting in unison, they glanced at each other, bared their teeth in feral grins, and vanished.

“Lava bomb. Evacuate,” Zohar yelled to his companions. “Move out, now!”

Nira tugged on his arm. “Wait, my purse.”

The foolish woman dragged him sideways where she grabbed her bag from its perch on a foyer table. His heart racing, Zohar shoved her outside and flung her onto the grass. Shouts sounded from behind as his friends followed suit.

“Grace,” Nira cried, her voice hoarse. “Where’s Grace?” She rolled onto her back, facing him.

“You can’t help her. Take cover!” Zohar dropped on top of Nira just as a deafening blast ripped the air followed by a concussive wave.

He’d covered Nira’s body with his own, pressing them both to the ground, but he still felt the jolt through to his bones. His teeth rattled and his head reeled. Debris rained upon them, making him thankful for his lightweight armor.

As he waited for his heartbeat to slow, he became aware of the points of contact between them. Nira wriggled, no doubt attempting to free herself, and the movement only increased his awareness of her softness beneath him. By the moons of Aguilar, she smelled divine. An incredible urge to nuzzle her neck made his senses swim.

“Are you all right?” His assessing glance swept her pale face.

“I’m fine. Get off me.”

He leveraged to his feet and offered a hand to assist her. She stood on her own, brushing dirt from her rumpled clothing—a pair of cropped tan pants and a teal top. Then her gaze lifted, and her mouth dropped open.

“Oh...my...God.” She stared at the smoldering ruins of her home. “Grace...”

“Is still alive. I saw her get taken by a Trollek before the explosion.” Zohar surveyed his men. All were present and accounted for, albeit with minor scratches and soiled uniforms. Sirens wailed from down the street. Neighbors erupted from their homes.

“I-I should talk to the police. They’ll want to know what happened.” Nira scrubbed a shaky hand over her face. “They can help me search for Grace.”

“Didn’t you hear what I said?” He gave her a sharp look.

From her dazed expression, Zohar surmised she could barely deal with the destruction of her house, let alone the loss of her friend. Nor did she truly understand what it meant to be confounded. He sighed, aware explanations were overdue.

“We must not linger. The Trolleks may believe you are dead, but they will not be fooled for long. Soon they will pick up your trail again.” He took her by the elbow and gently tugged, not wishing to traumatize her further.

“I can’t leave. I’ll need to explain...”

“About what, the Trolleks? No one would believe you. We will think of a plausible excuse later. People are noticing us. Let us go, now.” He couldn’t risk his team being detained.

Nira slouched in the front passenger seat of the van beside him while he took the wheel. His men piled into the back rows. They sped down the street past the oncoming emergency vehicles.

“Maybe we should stop at a market along the way. We need to be less conspicuous. Will you help us select proper men’s clothing?” He glanced at her wooden expression.

“I suppose.”

A shopping excursion might restore the color to her cheeks. Holding the wheel with one hand, Zohar reached into his pocket with the other and withdrew some shiny stones. Most females he knew appreciated glittery objects.

“I understand these hold value on your world. We can use them for money.”

Her eyes widened. “Hey, those look like—”

“Diamonds? Yes, they are.”

****
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“We call them kewa stones on Karrell,” Zohar said after they finished their expedition and resumed their journey. “They’re worth little where I live.”

He’d sold a couple of the gems at a jeweler’s shop in Millennia Mall, a dazzling indoor emporium located on Conroy Road. The jeweler had admired the stones’ purity while questioning their origins. Zohar said he’d bought the uncut stones in “the islands,” hoping this vague reference would pass muster. The proprietor had seemed to accept his explanation without demanding a bill of sale.

Nira wasn’t as easy to convince. Her mouth turned downward. “Are you guys from Africa? Those weren’t stolen blood diamonds, were they?”

He gave her a patient smile. “You ask many questions, little one. Soon I will provide answers, but not until we reach safety.”

Nira folded her arms across her chest. She wore a shirt bought at the Banana Republic, a shop named after a tropical fruit. Zohar hadn’t seen any plants in the store so he couldn’t imagine how it got named thus. No matter. He and his mates had purchased some fine trousers made out of a sturdy material called denim. Unfortunately, Nira’s spirits had failed to rally during their excursion.

What had he expected? For her to become enraptured by a simple barter experience?

The women he knew were more enraptured by his kisses. His thoughts drifted in that direction, tempted by Nira’s honeyed fragrance.

Forcing his mind back to the road, he clenched his teeth.

He, of all people, must serve as a role model to his men. He could satisfy his lust, but anything more was forbidden to him.

Otherwise he’d end up the same as their former deranged king—a tyrant who’d spread discontent and chaos throughout the land, all because of his love for a woman.

Zohar would never exhibit such a shameful weakness as his father.
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Chapter Three
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“Holy guacamole, you picked an expensive resort.” Nira gazed out the window as they drove down a palm-lined avenue toward the registration building.

Zohar didn’t respond, a frown of concentration on his face. He parked in front of a New England-style structure overlooking a tranquil lake. She remained in the van while he and two of his men dashed inside to collect their room keys.

Her body sagged against the seat that smelled like old leather and dust polish. Too much had happened today for her to assimilate—that weird log cabin, those ugly creatures popping into sight at will, their raid on Grace’s house, and the loss of her home and family friend.

She hated having to depend on these guys for protection. Everything was their fault. They acted so strange, like foreign actors from a movie set who’d stumbled off the studio lot. Their fighting skills were real enough, though. They’d saved her life twice now, so she couldn’t deny their abilities. Who were they, and why had they come to Orlando? And what should she do next?

If she stuck with Zohar and his team, she could help rescue Grace. Was Zohar correct in his assumption that the older woman was still alive, albeit captured by those nasty beasts? She mulled over their peculiar appearance, considering every science fiction movie she’d ever seen. Were they mutants of some sort? What other possible explanation could there be?

Nira shivered at the thought of Grace being their captive. Nira had to save her, no matter the cost.

She remembered her swell of gratitude when Grace had knocked on her door six years ago after her mother died. What would she have done without the older lady’s support? Grace assisted Nira in applying for guardianship of Kristy and Diane, her younger sisters, and aided her through the probate process. A life insurance settlement, along with their pre-paid college tuition plans, had enabled the three girls to finish their education. Once her sisters acquired their own apartments, Nira sold their house and moved in with Grace.

She’s always been there for me. I can’t abandon her now.

Her attention shifted to Zohar who strode out the exit. Authority rode in the arrogant thrust of his jaw, the determined focus of his eyes, and the erectness of his posture. Glancing at his companions, she wondered if great looks had been a job requirement. Each one of them looked like a warrior god from her comparative mythology texts.

Zohar slid into the driver’s seat and started the engine. Doors slammed as the others joined them.

“Our rooms are located in the Nantucket building,” the younger man called Borius stated in a soft-spoken manner.

“The accommodations come with two queen-sized beds,” Paz noted in a lazy drawl. “At least you got a suite, rageesh, although you should have gotten a bed fit for a king.”

Zohar shot him a hooded look. “Do not—”

“Mention that word. I know.” Paz smirked as though he enjoyed ticking off his leader.

Zohar’s lips tightened. He stopped at an intersection, reading the directional signs before turning right. “Nira, you will stay with me. Your safety is my responsibility.”

The others chuckled and ribbed each other. “Who will keep her safe from you, captain?” the bearded one asked.

Zohar’s jaw twitched. “My mission is my mistress. She need not fear for her virginity.”

Nira almost choked on her saliva. At least his remark brought back the blood to her brain and made her feel alive again.

“Excuse me? Just to set things straight, I’ve been around town a few times if you catch my drift, big guy. I can take care of myself.”

“Yes, I see how well you do at keeping yourself from harm.” Zohar squealed to a halt in the parking lot beside a three-story unit surrounded by sculpted landscaping and shady oak trees.

Before she could retort, the man with longish black hair and soulful eyes spoke. “Please, we need your guidance, lady. Be patient with our captain.” His deep voice had a musical cadence.

“Everyone out,” Zohar ordered, switching off the ignition. “Rayne should have stored our gear by now.”

The others scrambled to obey. Nira emerged into the hot afternoon sun and helped remove their bundles from the van. Once they separated each person’s purchases, they split into pairs.

“Listen, men.” Zohar’s walnut hair gleamed in the sunlight as he addressed his motley crew. “Deploy your defense perimeter before getting settled. Then check out the environs but keep your guard up if you roam far afield.”

“Ease off, sire.” Dal, the gaunt fellow with a wiry build, scowled at their leader. His lean face looked as though it never cracked a smile. “You should know us by now. How many missions have we done together?”

Paz slapped him on the shoulder. “Our captain is edgy because he’s sharing quarters with a beautiful woman. I would be tempted as well. If you wish to honor the edict, follow his example and maintain a safe distance from any female.”

Dal lifted his eyebrows. “You should talk. You never were one for following rules.”

“Some rules are meant to be broken.” Paz’s dimples deepened into a grin.

Zohar held up a hand. “Enough. Let us gather at twenty-one hundred hours in my chamber for a war council. Study our data in the meantime. I will want to hear your analysis.”

As one, they bowed before scattering in separate directions.

“Why do they act like that?” Nira stumbled along beside Zohar with her arms full of packages.

“Like what?” He held the door to the building open so she could pass.

“Like they’re your friends, yet there’s a certain respect in the way they respond to you.”

“I am their commander. It is merely regard for my rank.”

She preceded him down the hall, aware of his gaze burning into her back. “If you say so.”

The air conditioning cooled her skin but not her nerves. Zohar’s confident masculinity overpowered her senses. Soon they’d be alone in a hotel room. A responsive heat swirled within her. She’d yet to thank him for saving her and could think of many ways to show her gratitude.

He owes me answers, she reminded herself. Focus on your purpose and not on how restless he makes you feel.

“Rayne will be waiting for us.” Zohar’s serious tone dispelled her wayward thoughts.

“Is he another of your friends?”

“We are a team of seven,” Zohar explained, as though she should understand what that meant.

She paused in front of their door, arms full of bundles. When Zohar squinted at his key as though he didn’t know what to do with it, she wriggled a hand free, grabbed his card and swiped it through the slot. Really, these guys seriously needed some cultural education.

Nira pushed open the door and stepped into their suite. “Hello, is anyone here?” Silence met them. “Your pal must not have arrived yet.”

Zohar breezed by, brushing her arm. His touch elicited a spark of pleasure. Had he felt it, too?

Evidently not, because he tossed his packages onto a couch and turned away. Facing them were a sitting room and a small kitchenette. Beyond were entrances to the lavatory and bedroom.

“Make yourself comfortable. I will secure the premises.” Zohar stomped toward the sleeping accommodations.

“O-kay. I’m going to use the bathroom.”

Her face flushed, and she swallowed. This could be embarrassing. Did she really intend to share a hotel room with a stranger? He seemed a decent sort, but still...

She entered the lavatory where her ears picked up the sound of trickling water. Her gaze shifted to the tub shower and to the booted foot sticking out from beyond the curtain.

Her scream brought Zohar at a run. He dashed inside, aiming his weapon. Taking in the situation at a glance, he kicked away the curtain.

A dead man lay face up in the bathtub. Murky water covered his body and dripped over the edge.

“Rayne.” Zohar sank to his knees.

“He’s your missing team member?” She recognized the fellow’s uniform; the same outfit Zohar and his men wore.

Zohar bowed his head, a pained expression on his face. No doubt he’d cared deeply for his friend.

Nira clapped a hand to her mouth, feeling an urge to heave. Dead people had that effect on her.

Zohar must have heard her stifled croak, because he stood and turned toward her. Grief mingled with regret in his eyes.

“I am sorry you had to see this. Come here.”

He enveloped her in his arms, and for a few moments, she steeped in the warmth of his embrace. His newly purchased shirt smelled like sandalwood. The scent soothed her until a disturbing thought erupted.

“Do you think the Trolleks got to him?” She sprang back. “If so, we’re not safe here. Have you checked the closet, the patio?” Her gaze darted toward the exit.

“Trolleks were not responsible for this crime.”

“How can you tell?”

“I smell nothing that heralds a vector shift.”

Whatever that means. “Who are these Trolleks anyway? How come they look so weird? And why are they interested in me?”

“I will explain shortly.”

Zohar stooped to open the drain. Water swirled from the tub. When the dead man’s torso became fully exposed, a charred mark on his tunic became visible.

Had he been shot, and if so, by what sort of firearm?

Perhaps Zohar’s gang was working in league with federal agents to track arms dealers who sold advanced weaponry. She’d never heard of a gun before that could do this kind of damage.

“Stand back.” Zohar spread a bath towel on the floor and then hauled the dripping body over the tub’s edge. He laid Rayne flat and brushed a lock of limp hair off his forehead.

“If the Trolleks didn’t kill him, who did?” Her chin quivered. The sorrow on Zohar’s face elicited her sympathy.

He stood straight and gave her an inscrutable look. She met his gaze, admiring his stalwart courage. A man of many secrets, he intrigued her more than any guy she’d met. Figures he’d turn out to be a foreigner on a clandestine mission.

His expression softened. “Rayne’s wound was caused by a Monix T-6 laser pistol, the same firearm my team carries. It means Rayne’s assassin came from Karrell.”

“So now what? We call the cops?”

He shook his head, his mouth turning down. “Rayne’s death is an internal matter. We must summon the others as witnesses before disposing of the body.”

She tilted her head. “Are you sure? Because you’re overlooking the obvious: if the killer came from your homeland, one of your own people might be involved. Can you trust them?”

“I trust my men with my life.”

“Can you vouch for each guy’s whereabouts since you entered the States? Has your team been together the entire time you’ve been in Florida? Are there more of you here?”

“Just the seven of us. We came on my...the same aircraft.” A flicker of doubt crossed his face. “After our arrival, we split up to perform a reconnaissance, but then we converged together on the Trollek site where we met you. Borius spoke to Rayne on his comm unit outside your house. Rayne was still alive then.”

“Was he? I’d ask Borius if he spoke personally to Rayne, if I were you. Maybe he just retrieved a message.” Or perhaps the young man had lied, pretending to talk to their buddy.

Another thought struck her. When did rigor mortis set in? This guy wasn’t stiff by any means. That would help determine time of death, wouldn’t it?

They really needed a forensics expert, but from what Zohar had said, he planned to hide the body. Oh great, then she’d become an accessory to a crime.

Could this day get any worse?

Zohar headed out. “We should establish a secure perimeter before we do anything else. I want to be certain no further surprises await us.”

“Surprises?” She trailed him into the bedroom, conscious of the body left on the cold bathroom floor.

He tore into the wardrobe, removing several sacks and tossing them onto the closest bed. “At least Rayne delivered my supplies.”

Is that all you care about when your friend is lying dead in the next room? She tugged on his arm. His muscle bulged under her fingertips.

“Will you stop for one minute and talk to me?”

Shooting her an oblique glance, he pursed his lips. “I do not believe Rayne was the target.”

“Oh, you mean it could have been a robbery attempt, and he got in the way?”

Maybe the bad guy had jumped Rayne and used his own weapon against him. However, there weren’t any signs of a struggle, now that she thought about it. Rayne had been shot at point blank range from the front and then likely shoved into the tub. Meaning either one of those Trolleks had leapt out of the shadows...or else he’d known the person who killed him.

Zohar didn’t dispute her theory about a robbery. His mouth taut, he rummaged in a bag and withdrew a set of poles. Each one extended legs when he pushed a button.

“These will erect a barricade against vector shifts. Here, take this.” He tossed her a small handheld unit. “You can scan for explosives and surveillance devices.”

“Explosives?” she squeaked.

Zohar flicked a patronizing glance her way. “Whoever killed Rayne may have left something behind as a gift.”

“Like one of those lava bombs?” Her legs quaked. Maybe she should wait in the hallway while he checked the place over for bombs and bugs. Then again, if she went outside his safety net, the Trolleks could vector in and grab her.

She stood frozen with indecision and wonder at the things she didn’t yet understand. Trolleks. Bombs. Vector shifts. Laser guns.

Her eyes widened. Lasers? Were those like the phasers on Star Trek that shot energy bolts?

Zohar noticed her sudden silence. “You will be fine, Nira Larsen. We shall talk as soon as we finish these tasks.” Stepping over, he took her hands in his while his woodsy scent invaded her nostrils.

Heat blossomed from her toes to the top of her head. Lifting her chin, she studied the taut angles enhancing his cheekbones, the dark stubble shadowing his jaw, and the firm lines defining his mouth.

His eyes flared, and he sucked in a ragged breath. Then he dropped her hands and moved away, leaving her oddly bereft.

“Sweep the signal detector over each surface in the room and let me know if a red light blinks.” He avoided her gaze, focused on setting up his poles around the perimeter of the suite.

“That sounds easy.”

She did as instructed, glad to put some distance between them. Whenever he neared, her senses zoomed into hyperdrive.

Focusing on her task, she scanned the drapes and bedding, even inside each drawer. Meanwhile, Zohar stood two of the poles at the far corners of the bedroom. A heavy silence fell between them as they worked. Nira mentally listed all the questions she wanted to ask when they were done.

Soon she switched to the kitchenette and sitting area. Her rounds produced negative results. Probably the killer had been in such a hurry that he’d left right after gunning down Rayne. Or maybe he’d shot Rayne elsewhere then dragged the body here for Zohar to find. But how would he know Zohar would be assigned this suite?

Idiot, she thought, rapping herself on the head. Of course, he’d realize the team leader would occupy the largest room.

Another thought chilled her. What if Rayne’s death had been a mistake? What if the murderer meant to get Zohar instead? Is that what Zohar meant when he’d said Rayne wasn’t the target?

She handed Zohar back his device when he joined her. He pocketed it and finished setting up the remaining poles.

“When I activate these rods, our defense grid will prevent the Trolleks from spatial shifting into our location.”

He was just about to press the switch when the door burst open and a wild-eyed man charged inside, a curved blade in hand.
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Chapter Four
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Oh no, it’s Rayne’s killer come to get us next. With a shriek, Nira jumped back, bumping into the sofa.

Zohar drew his weapon, but the intruder whipped it from his hand with a flick of his sword.

“Zohar, son of Ivar Thorald, do not fight me. I come on behalf of Primer Pedar.”

The man had stringy dark hair, fierce eyes, and a definitive jaw, much like Viggo Mortensen’s character in Lord of the Rings. He wore his hair shoulder length, with two fine braids on either side of his face to keep it from his eyes.

“Pedar sent you?” Zohar maintained eye contact and a combat-ready stance.

“He hired me as your personal bodyguard. I am Lord Magnor of the Tsuran.”

Zohar’s eyebrows soared. “The legendary tribe? I thought those were stories meant to frighten naughty children.”

Magnor sneered. “Not so. We are quite real. I suggest you dismiss your woman so we can discuss certain issues.”

“Excuse me, my name is Nira. And I’m not his woman.” She scowled at Zohar. “Don’t tell me he’s another friend of yours.”

“No, he is not.” Zohar pushed a button on his security device, and the tips of the rods lit green. “You are inside my defense grid, so I hope you have a good reason for being here.”

“That is confidential, rageesh.”

“Do not call me that. Here, I am merely Zohar.”

Magnor inclined his head. “As you wish.”

“My men will soon join us for a strategy session. Nira Larsen is acting as our local guide.”

“I see.” Magnor glanced back and forth between her and Zohar as though suspecting more than met the eye.

Heat suffused her face. “Are you sure this guy had nothing to do with Rayne’s death? And where is he from? His accent is different than yours.”

So were his clothes. Her glance spanned the man’s forest green cloak, clasped at one shoulder with a gold pin, his linen shirt, straight-legged trousers, and the scabbard looped across his hip.

Magnor’s hawk-like gaze snared hers. “My kind heralds from the region beyond the Hills of Agoora, where snow can be seen on the distant peaks of the Great Crest.” His eyes flared yellow for an instant, or maybe she imagined it.

“What mountain range is that? The Alps, or maybe the Himalayas?” A source of myth, as in tales of Shangri-La.

Zohar shrugged. “She believes we are from a country called Karrell.”

“Indeed?” Magnor smiled, but his face exhibited no mirth. “What will happen when she discovers the truth?”

Nira turned an eagle eye on Zohar. “Yes, and just when are we getting to those explanations?”

“When my men arrive.” Snapping his jaw closed, he retreated to the kitchen. He opened the refrigerator and grimaced at its empty interior.

Male voices and laughter rang from the hallway.

“If I’m not mistaken, here comes the gang now.” Nira smoothed her pants, wishing she’d
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