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      Dear Readers,

      This is the very first series I wrote.  What could be better than identical princes from a magical world seeking brides? I knew this series would be the perfect fit for an extensive revision.

      The  Storm Lords are now in first person point-of-view and part of my Between the Shadows world.  It’s been so much fun to revisit such bold characters. I hope you enjoy Cadmus and Ellie’s story!

      
        
        Happy  Reading!

        Marie
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        The Land of Foreia

      

      

      The muted glow of everdark hovered over the deep blue grasses of Foreia’s rich fields. The black bark and flaming red leaves of giant firn trees framed the surrounding area, the scent of sweet scythia flowing through the warm air like a blessing of welcome.

      Jonas Chase, leader of the rebel Djinn army, studied the lavender clouds covering the sky with pleasure. The sight never failed to impress him and made him want to bask in his homecoming.

      A muffled curse and angry words, unfortunately, drew his attention. Jonas let out a loud sigh as he stared at his responsibility.

      Prince Cadmus Storm, the Earth Lord.

      Surrounded by a dozen Djinn warriors and a clever Djinn ally who’d promised them freedom, Cadmus put on a brave front to fight a battle he couldn’t win.

      For hundreds of years, Light battled Dark. Jonas understood the fears that led to animosity. Most Dark Lords tended to be violent, oppressive creatures bent on domination instead of harmony.

      But times had changed. The sentient land of Tanselm had called out for help, and Jonas and his rebel Djinn, those who fought for a better world, would answer.

      Still, he’d surprised himself by agreeing to help his enemy, hiding among the humans with no magic in their mundane world.

      He’d missed home. Foreia, while not as strong in magic as Tanselm, offered comfort.

      He wondered what Cadmus thought of being here.

      Cadmus, a Storm Lord, was one of the Light Bringers’ most powerful warriors. He commanded the element of earth in addition to an ability to manipulate light-based magic.

      And, like most Light Bringers, he had to do things the hard way.

      “Cadmus—”

      Cadmus snarled and reached for Foreia.

      Jonas felt a charge of magic and watched as golden soil erupted, crushing navy grass into muddied chaos. Quakes of rock shifted, and the air reverberated with the threat of Storm Lord vengeance.

      “Fine, be a dick.” Cadmus snarled over his shoulder, catching Jonas in a fierce glare.

      So dramatic.

      “Kill me if you want,” Cadmus said. “But I’m taking as many of you to the Next with me as I can.”

      The Royal Four—the Storm Lords known to rule Tanselm—had been prophesied to promise a life Jonas’ people had been dreaming about for centuries.

      The princes didn’t know it yet, but once one of the Royal Four became overking of Tanselm, life in their rich, magical world would change, and for the better.

      Unfortunately, until that time, Jonas and his rebels remained hidden, fighting against a ruthless Dark Lord who wanted to destroy everything, leading by fear and intimidation.

      Sin Garu and his hated minions, the Netharat, destroyed with pleasure. Those vile wraiths, ice demons, and monsters happily feasted on creatures of Dark and Light, if only to perpetuate the chaos that salved their undying hunger.

      Who knew how many overlapping worlds in existence would fall if Sin Garu conquered Tanselm? Such pure magic in evil hands would destroy Foreia, Aelle, Earth, and so many other worlds not able to withstand such power.

      And so Jonas had been babysitting one prince while said prince’s three identical siblings followed their own paths. Princes of fire, water, and air had found brides in the Earth plane, making them even more powerful.

      Yet Cadmus remained alone, stubborn, and facing death if he thought he could defeat their powerful secret partner watching him with amusement.

      While Jonas could feel for the independent royal, he found Cadmus’ quirky sense of humor and clever escape attempts vexing, not to mention exhausting.

      Jonas nodded at a few of his friends, who gave Cadmus what he wanted. As they attacked, they sank into Foreia’s life-giving earth. Vines shot out of the tree line and tangled the warriors’ limbs.

      As he watched, Jonas imposed this angry Earth Lord with the often lighthearted, joking prince he’d been watching for the past months.

      “Enough.” Their secret ally, a Dark Lord not nearly as evil as her brothers, took several steps closer to Cadmus. Lexa Van Norsen, their Dark Mistress, shook her head when Jonas took a step forward, ready to intervene. “Earth Lord, the vision you saw was a message from me.”

      “Bullshit. I saw you die. You and your bastard brother, Balen.”

      Her ice-blue eyes narrowed. Lexa’s smile, when it came, was as effective a weapon as her blue flame. “Balen is indeed dead. And you Storm Lords owe me a debt of gratitude for it.”

      “Gratitude?” Cadmus threw several approaching Djinn from him with bursts of energy that visibly swelled from the ground. “If not for you Dark Lords, Tanselm would be in one piece.” He blasted another group of Djinn, his power growing with his rage. “My father, my uncles and aunts and cousins would all still be alive.”

      A large tree groaned as it shuddered under a massive force, its roots reaching through the ground for Lexa’s legs.

      She glided as if on air, stopping in front of Cadmus. Jonas felt the tension filling the space between them. Tendrils of negative energy snarled at him, and he flashed into the natural form of the Djinn, in truth, unable to help himself.

      He didn’t even try to fight it, knowing he was much more powerful in his energetic state. His physical form blurred, keeping a man’s outline while consisting not of flesh, but of white, blazing energy surrounded by a black aura that danced like flame.

      He was Djinn. He was powerful. And he had been born to return his people to their homeworld — to Tanselm, where they rightfully belonged.

      “Hear me, Earth Lord,” Lexa uttered in a low voice. “You know nothing of true pain, of torture and worse at the hands of those you love. So carry the regret of your loved ones’ passing close to your heart. And be content that you will once again join them in the Next.”

      Cadmus stared at her, quiet but wary. Jonas expected her to enthrall him. At the very least, to punish him for his disrespect.

      But she surprised him.

      “You look so much like Arim.” Arim, Guardian of Storm, Killer of Shadow, and the most powerful Storm Lord in existence.

      Jonas had run into him a few times before and each time found himself lucky to come away in one piece.

      Cadmus blinked. “What do you know of my uncle?”

      “I know everything about Tanselm’s greatest sorcerer,” Lexa said with disdain. “A pity he still breathes when a fine man like your father is dead, hmm?”

      Cadmus took a step closer. “I owe you my thanks, you said? Then allow me to thank you for my father’s passing.” He looked around him, his glare hot enough to burn. “You and all your Djinn friends. Without their poison, my father would still be alive.”

      He reached for her. “Accept my gratitude on behalf of the Storm Lords.”

      Oh hell. “Cadmus, no.”

      The look on Lexa’s face wasn’t good.

      Cadmus had no idea of the power she wielded, and Jonas had come too far to lose the Storm Lord because of his rash temper. Unfortunately, he couldn’t aid Cadmus because she wouldn’t allow it.

      She held Jonas still with a thought, welcoming Cadmus’ touch.

      The minute Cadmus touched her shoulder, he froze.

      Lexa, their enemy’s sister and traitor to his cause, froze as well. Together, she and Cadmus stood like statues, locked in a war of wills. A soft blue nimbus of light blanketed them.

      Then Lexa took a deep breath and pulled away, leaving Cadmus in a frozen haze.

      “Very good work, Jonas.” She turned to him with an alluring grin. “He’s filled with a Darkness that complements his Light. I believe this Storm Lord will solve all your problems.”

      Jonas brightened, his aura black with joy. “Truly? This one will see the Djinn welcomed back to Tanselm?”

      “The Sarqua Djinn, yes,” she corrected. “Those who fight alongside Sin Garu are too tainted to appreciate Tanselm’s grace. But our people know the truth.”

      “We won’t make the same mistakes as our fallen family. We may live in the Darkness of existence, but our hearts are pure.”

      She nodded. “Light and Dark are sides of the same coin. It has ever been about balance. In time, all will see what you and I know.”

      “And Cadmus?”

      Her grin would have appeared menacing had Jonas not understood and supported its cause. “He’s one of us already. He just doesn’t know it yet.”
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            Ellie

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two months ago on Earth

      

      

      Living in Seattle for the past twenty-eight years had not prepared me for what my father had asked me to do. Not having seen the man for over a year — no phone calls, no letters and not even a parting goodbye — should have warned me he was up to no good.

      But when he suddenly appeared out of the blue a few months ago, I’d been all bright-eyed optimism, sure I could still turn him around.

      “I am such an idiot.” I prepared another round of Screaming Orgasms for the male college students ogling me over the bar.

      Hell on Earth couldn’t have come at a worse time. Just as I was six credits from earning my master’s degree and an amazing teaching position at the university, good old Ethim had reappeared. An armful of flowers for Mom, a nice dinner out on the town at my favorite restaurant, charm and concern, an emotional epiphany of love and regret that he’d been away for so long…

      And here I stood on a Saturday night, poured into tight jeans and a bright-blue tank top to combat the heat in this godforsaken bar.

      I wanted to kick myself for falling into Ethim’s plans so easily. Any other guy I’d be kicking in the teeth, but for good old Dad, I’d practically become a doormat. I wished I had a stronger backbone.

      But damn it all, I still ached to make my father happy, to make him proud. And for that, I had to watch pretty-man Darius —

      “Ellie?”

      — Storm. I blinked up into dark eyes and a face that would stop any woman in her tracks. Okay, so he had a face made for pleasure and a body made for sin. For some odd reason, he just didn’t do it for me.

      “Darius, what can I do for you?”

      He frowned and looked around. “You haven’t seen Gerry’s new hire, have you?”

      “New hire?” I nodded to one of the servers to pick up a tray of drinks and wiped down the bar in front of me.

      “You know, that assessor, Samantha something or other?”

      I stared at him, aware of his casual interest that was all too telling. For the past four months, I’d studied and reported back to my father every last detail of Prince Darius Storm’s comings and goings from the bar. He’d been interested in a few women from time to time, but he’d never acted so obviously disinterested. Hmm.

      “Oh yeah, Samantha Brooks. Dirty-blonde hair, green eyes, lot of attitude?”

      He grinned, and I wondered again why I felt nothing for a man so obviously my type.

      I shook my head. “I haven’t seen her yet tonight, but I can let her know you’re looking for her if —”

      “No, no, don’t bother.” He glanced over his shoulder at Mike yelling for him. “The women over there are practically climbing over the bar.” He looked at my section and grinned. “I see you have a similar problem.”

      Several nearby men glared at Darius while trying to catch my attention.

      I sighed. “Want to trade?”

      He spotted a nearby guy sporting too much chest hair and a knowing grin aimed my way and shook his head. “Hell no. I’ll talk to you later.”

      I watched him return to his crew and made a mental note.

      Hours later, after a pleasant discussion with Darius’ Samantha, I watched her leave the bar, at my request, to venture into the basement for some much-needed house ale.

      Not a minute later, Darius followed her, deliberately remaining a few steps behind. Almost half an hour passed before both parties emerged — Samantha with a dazed look on her face, and Darius with a deeply introspective expression.

      I decided I’d played as far into this game as I wanted. This was exactly the information my father had been seeking when he’d assigned me this task. And now that I’d witnessed the results he was so eager to hear, I had no intention of carrying my charade any further.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Seattle, Present Day

      

      

      Three months after I began working at Outpour, I gave Gerry my final notice, less than pleased I’d been forced to continue working at the bar through the spring. It would take forever to get back into the academic groove.

      My own fault, really. I was honest enough to admit “forced” meant “trying to gain Ethim’s approval.”

      As much as I distanced myself from that otherworldly part of my makeup, I knew how important the Storm brothers were to Dad. The way he acted, life as we knew it would fall to pieces if I didn’t report every move Cadmus made.

      A small hand on my arm shook my thoughts, and I smiled down at my soon-to-be ex-boss.

      Gerry looked like he was on the verge of tears as he stood to say his goodbyes. My father should take lessons from this man. “We’ll miss you here, Ellie. You were more than just an employee.”

      I smiled and hugged him, letting out a startled breath at the tight squeeze he gave me. With a warm nod, I pocketed my last paycheck and exited the back office into the alley behind the bar.

      Since it was still daylight, I had no worries about being molested in the sour unloading zone, though the hand that yanked me into the shadows startled me all the same.

      “What exactly happened between you and the Earth Lord?”

      I let out a breath and tugged my arm free. “Jonas, you scared the piss out of me.”

      “Oh, did I?” my cousin asked pleasantly. “Well, ever since Darius married Samantha and took off for Tanselm, you’ve been acting peculiar around his brother.”

      I hoped the shadows hid my sudden pallor. Cadmus, one of Darius’ identical quadruplet brothers, was the one sticking point in life I couldn’t, for the life of me, wrap my mind around.

      I had enough trouble dealing with memories of the man. I sure as hell didn’t need Jonas interfering where he had no business. “That’s a moot point now, isn’t it, Jonas? Considering Cadmus is in Foreia and far away from me.”

      “Not necessarily,” he hedged.

      Alarmed, I quickly scanned our immediate surroundings, only to find them empty. “I told you I was finished. I wanted out a long time ago. Now that Ethim has the information he needs, there’s no longer any reason for me to be involved.”

      Jonas studied me. “You sound awfully panicked, Ellie.”

      Damn. I had a terrible poker face. I forced a smile. “I’m not panicked. I simply want nothing more to do with the Djinn and your stupid alliances with Storm Lords and Light Bringers.” Seeing his chagrin, I added, “Present company excluded, of course.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Be practical, Ellie. You can’t ignore who you are.”

      “And who am I?” I asked in a hard voice. “I’ve lived my entire life here with my mother. My father has made such rare appearances over the years it’s a wonder I recognize him when he jaunts into town.”

      Jonas just stared at me.

      I blushed. “Okay, so we look alike. I have Mom’s blonde hair, you know.”

      “Face it, Ellie. Part of you is Djinn too. What happens in Tanselm concerns you as well.”

      I shook my head. I’d been over this with him, with my father, hell, even with Cadmus.

      “Fine.” Jonas huffed. “Be as stubborn as you like. But you’re not done with the Earth Lord yet.” He grabbed my arm, and we shimmered through space.

      I didn’t know how he did it, but Jonas enveloped us in a wave of black energy, like moving through the murky warmth of a bath at night. Pleasant but cloying, and a bit off-putting to find oneself in another place altogether.

      In a heartbeat, I stood in the middle of my small apartment in Queen Anne with Jonas.

      And we weren’t alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Cadmus

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared at Ellie Markham, aware of my constant hunger for the woman. I smiled broadly, amused at her shock that quickly turned to anger. Her brilliant blue eyes, that I couldn’t seem to forget, narrowed like lasers. Her breasts heaved, making my mouth water and my fingers itch to touch.

      Hell. Two seconds in her presence and I wanted her.

      “What the hell is he doing here?” she growled at Jonas.

      “Things got a little too…interesting in Foreia.”

      “He means I pissed off one too many Djinn,” I explained, pleased at Ellie’s ferocity.

      I’d missed her more than I’d thought I would.

      “So why bring him here?”

      She still hadn’t asked me a direct question, but I didn’t mind. I’d have my hands full as soon as she realized I meant to stay with her for the foreseeable future. Messing with the Djinn had been entertaining, if not smart. But I knew I’d pushed them too far.

      Had Jonas not been present to teleport me out of Foreia and into this plane, I might have been seriously hurt. Despite my insults and attacks, the Sarqua Djinn remained loyal to their Dark Lord. Or Dark Mistress, in Lexa’s case.

      Jonas sighed. “I can’t take him to my place.” He frowned at me.

      Good. About time the Djinn experience a little of what I felt.

      “The Netharat are swarming around my house. As much as I’d like to return to Tanselm, Arim won’t let me back until Cadmus has an affai.”

      An affai—a Storm Lord’s bride.

      I didn’t bother to stifle my grimace. Jonas knew how much I detested the thought of marriage, and I had made my views known to Ellie all too well, when I’d told her about my brothers and their brides…under her Dark influence.

      Clearly sensing my irritation, she turned her back on me, as if by not looking at me I might disappear.

      I forced a chuckle, drawing her reluctant gaze. “Nice try, Darkling. You don’t have to look at me if you don’t want to. But I’ll be right here for the next few…what, Jonas? Weeks, months?”

      Ellie stared, horrified, from me to Jonas and back again. When her eyes met mine, I thought I detected a hint of fear and wondered at its source. For the short duration we’d been together, fear had never been one of our shared emotions. Lust, anger, need — those we knew intimately.

      I couldn’t help looking her over, remembering how she felt all too well.

      “Look,” she said between clenched teeth, her hands fisted aggressively in what gave me a perverse sense of satisfaction. “I told you. I have a life to return to.”

      “Me too, Ellie.” I sank onto her comfortable leather couch and crossed my arms behind my head, propping my feet up on her coffee table. “But thankfully, time passes much more slowly at home. So I could be here another year and it would only be a month or two in Tanselm, right, Jonas?”

      His scowl made my whole day brighter. It was obvious Jonas didn’t like me staying with Ellie. But what did he really know of our involvement?

      “It’s funny you’re so upset with me being here, Ellie.” I gave her a sly grin, noting her sudden alarm. “The last time I was here, we seemed to really hit it off.” I couldn’t wait until we hit it off again.

      Not one word or I’ll personally invite Sin Garu to flame your ass while you sleep. Ellie’s words filtered into my mind, and that deep thrill of connection startled me for a moment.

      Ah, Ellie. If you really knew how terrible that sorcerer is, you’d never threaten me. I don’t think you could live with yourself if he hurt any portion of my perfect ass.

      She glared but didn’t reply. Though not telepathic like my brother, Darius, I had been able to share thoughts with Ellie since the first night we’d slept together. Whether it was a Djinn thing or some wacky skill I was just now coming to possess, courtesy of my scarily powerful mother, I didn’t yet know.

      Jonas crossed his arms over his chest and fumed. “What exactly does ‘hit it off’ mean?”

      I looked at Ellie. I’ll keep quiet, but only if you welcome me properly.

      She gritted her teeth so hard I was surprised she didn’t crack her jaw. Funny how my sense of humor returned the longer I was in her presence. My brothers had sensed my despair these last weeks, and though I’d been down, it had been hard to face my fear over a changing future.

      All my brothers had found love with special women, leaving me behind to fight against an evil I wasn’t sure I could defeat.

      Reunited with Ellie and my bad mood vanished. Needling her was even more fun than irritating Marcus, the most arrogant of my siblings.

      “We were friends once,” Ellie explained with a false smile. “I’m sorry for my temper, Cadmus.” She clasped her hands in front of her, to resist from throttling me, I assumed. “It’s been a long day, and I’m going to miss working at Outpour.”

      The little liar. I smirked and held back a laugh when her blue eyes sizzled.

      “You are?” Jonas didn’t sound convinced. He kept staring from Ellie to me, as if waiting to see something between us.

      “I am. And I really am glad to see you again, Cadmus.” You stupid, self-righteous Light Bringer. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you like.” You’re out of here as soon as I can make it happen. “And I hope you’ll be comfortable.” Bastard.

      Talk about not holding back, I sent her.

      Instead, I nodded. “I’m glad we can catch up. Jonas, don’t you have some place to be?”

      The Djinn scowled, his expression causing him to physically darken. Despite having seen the Djinn in truth more times than I could count in the past few weeks, a Djinn’s natural state never failed to instill awe.

      Jonas’ golden skin glowed brighter and brighter until all that remained was a mass of energy with the outline of a man’s face. Eclipsing much of his brightness, a visible aura of black flame surrounded his entire body. The dark fire licked at the shadows in Ellie’s small apartment.

      “What the hell are you looking at, Light Bringer?” Jonas snapped and deliberately turned to Ellie. “Keep an eye on him. From a distance. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He glared at me. “You treat her with the respect she deserves.” He grinned with evil intent. “Or I’ll bring my friends back to play with you again, and this time I won’t save your sorry ass.”

      “She’d never allow it.” I shrugged, as if unconcerned. My disinterest made Jonas’ skin glow brighter under the outline of black flame.

      “There’s a lot you don’t know about her. If you play your cards right, you won’t learn her rules the hard way.” With a nod to Ellie, Jonas vanished.

      After a few tense moments of silence, Ellie cleared her throat and met my gaze. “Who is ‘she’?”

      “I’ve been sworn to silence. Ask your cousin…if that’s who he really is. Talk about a secretive bunch. You Djinn are all about conspiracies and stories on top of stories.” I smirked.

      She glared, but I could see the smile she tried to hide.

      “Ellie, I —”

      I don’t know what I would have said, but she cut me off.

      “Yeah, we Djinn are full of it.” She yanked my dirty work boots off her coffee table. “Let’s get something straight, Your Highness.” She leaned over me to poke me in the chest.

      I stopped grinning, not so amused. She seemed honestly angry.

      She continued, “You’ve got more Darkness inside you than I’ve ever had, so cut the crap. You need a place to crash, and apparently I’m the only game in town. Keep yourself out of my business and you can stay. I’ve got things to do with my life. Things that don’t involve Tanselm and Storm Lords and freaking Djinn.”

      I stared at her, picking up a few things she tried to hide.

      How much she loved my brown eyes, that fluctuated from honey-gold to earth-brown. How she missed what she’d thought she’d had. And how she hated being part Djinn.

      For years, Ellie had tried to live a normal life. No magic, no Dark versus Light, and no Dark Lords and their minion Netharat threatening death and dismemberment. But within a brief span of time, she’d become involved in a life full of magic, excitement, and bitter heartache.

      I felt bad for her until her thoughts grew muffled and ended with, What an utter asshole.

      That kind of hurt, but so did the knowledge I’d caused that bitter heartbreak. My prejudices against all things on the Dark side of the spectrum had wounded her. But I was still grieving our losses back home.

      I had no idea how to make it right. “Ellie?”

      “Just keep to yourself and we’ll be fine, Storm Lord.”

      Stomping from the room, she entered the only bedroom and slammed the door behind her.

      I groaned, lost between wanting to make her feel better and respecting her need for space.

      It was going to be a long night.
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            Ellie

          

        

      

    

    
      The next few days passed slowly for me. At ends now that I’d finished my job at Outpour, I had to create things to do that would keep me out of my apartment until late at night when I’d stumble into bed.

      I’d spent Sunday hiking up in Snoqualmie, Monday hanging around my mother and visiting with friends, catching up on what I’d missed the past six months at the university. Yesterday, I’d walked until my legs felt like they’d fall off, window-shopping downtown and through Pike’s Place market.

      I’d visited my mother again, seen a movie, bought and read a book…

      Staying busy was hell. I wanted to relax, to use this downtime to recuperate from my nightmarish stint as a bartender. The money had been great, but the hours had started to suck me back into a place I didn’t want to go.

      Because of my heritage as a Djinn, I thrived at night. I could tolerate the sun well enough, but my body and soul flourished after sunset. Yet another black mark against Cadmus. Taking the job at Outpour had thrown my entire chemistry out of whack. I’d spent the last three nights staring at the ceiling, still not used to sleeping in the early a.m.

      Those stupid Storm Lords. They should have stayed in Tanselm, in a parallel world humans had no idea existed. Were it not for their unwelcome presence in this place, in my world, I would even now be sleeping peacefully, resting up for my job teaching English 101 at the university. A job currently taken by Jane Rascombe, that miserable suck-up.

      As if losing the teaching position to Jane wasn’t bad enough, my nights had been restless with erotic memories and fantasies of the Earth Lord who’d broken my heart.

      I couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep — all because of him. Sighing at the expectation of another long, uneventful day, I stared at the ancient ceiling light, aware that one bulb needed replacing. Right on that thought trailed the question of what I’d do today to avoid Cadmus.

      My door crashed open, and I gasped, my heart racing.

      “That’s it.” Cadmus, wearing a pair of low-slung denims and nothing else, stalked into my room and stopped at the foot of my bed. His eyes were a dark brown, mirroring his irritation. On Cadmus, annoyance looked way too tempting. He breathed in deeply and drew my gaze to his sculpted chest.

      Had any man ever looked so fine? He could have posed for any fitness magazine, or better yet, for designer underwear, showcasing those tight, smooth abs and rock-hard thighs.

      A sucker for a muscular body, I was having a hard time hanging onto my anger as I stared at him.

      “It’s been three days. I’m so bored I’m going out of my mind.” He held up a hand to stop my reply. “Not your problem, I know. But until I’m back at home, I’m making it your problem.” Breathing hard, Cadmus let his gaze trail down my face to linger on the hollow of my throat, where my pulse wouldn’t stop racing.

      “I’m open to suggestions,” he murmured, drawing nearer. “Maybe we could work off some of my energy together.”

      I scrambled to a sitting position, not wanting to be prone with Cadmus anywhere close by. “Hold it! I agreed to let you stay here, but that’s all I’m agreeing to. What did you do that they kicked you out of Foreia, anyway?”

      He flushed, and I waited, more than curious.

      “I got a little rough with Jonas’ brothers.”

      I frowned. “Jonas doesn’t have any brothers.”

      “Well, that’s what he called those giants he pals around with in Foreia.”

      “Oh, the other warriors.” Jonas had no siblings, but he did have several cousins. I was his favorite, and the feeling was mutual. But from what he’d told me about his fellow Djinn warriors, the bond between them was unbreakable. The rebel Djinn acted like family, and I could only imagine what Cadmus had done to interrupt that.

      “Was it a woman?” I asked wryly, having no problem believing that.

      He scowled. “No. I’m not into Dark — ah…” he stumbled, picking up right where we’d left off.

      “Go on.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “You’re not into Dark, evil Djinn. Or, you know, women like me.”

      He ran a hand through his hair, the action showcasing the corded muscles of his biceps. “That’s not what I was going to say. The few women I met in Foreia were Djinn warriors. The only thing those women were selling was anger, and all directed my way.”

      “Poor Cadmus.” I chuckled, pleased when his eyes narrowed. “So much Earth Lord and no one to share him with. You should have just stayed in Seattle where you could have screwed as many human women as possible. I think Beth’s still pining for you at the club. Maybe you should look her up.”

      I knew I sounded petty, but I couldn’t help it. I normally liked myself. Cadmus made me doubt my worth, which annoyed me.

      He said nothing, staring at me with a quiet intensity I found more than unnerving.

      “What?” I snapped, keenly aware of my thin nightshirt.

      He shrugged. “You seem awfully interested in my sex life for a woman who’s gone out of her way to avoid me. Could it be you’re afraid of what’s between us?”

      I pushed off the bed and clenched my hands into fists, barely refraining from socking him in the mouth. I didn’t stop moving until I stood within punching distance.

      “Afraid? If anything, I’m afraid I’ll forget why I got involved in the first place and throw you out on your fat, conceited head. I’m avoiding you because I can’t stand being cooped up with a man who’s made no bones about his distaste for ‘my kind.’ I still have trouble believing you may one day be king.”

      I paused and poked him hard in the chest, glad for the anger that darkened his face. “After all the Djinn have done for you, if you do become overking, you’d better not forget us.” I forgot for the moment that I had no interest in Djinn affairs. “Jonas and my father put their lives on the line for you, as have the others. So try to have a bit of princely decorum when you get back. Recognize their efforts at least, even if they are just, and I quote, ‘unclean, Dark deviants.’”

      He stared at me in silence, and I wondered if I’d gone too far.

      After a moment, he replied, his voice husky with apology. “I said those things to you in anger, and for that, I apologize. I certainly never meant that you were any of that. The Djinn I’ve met since being stuck with Jonas are different from what I’m used to. I can’t — I won’t — in good conscience ever call you evil or unclean.” He cleared his throat. “When you first confessed what you were —”

      “Who I was helping,” I corrected.

      “ — okay, who you were helping, I felt betrayed. I trusted you, Ellie. I told you things I’d never told anyone else, only to find I’d given vital information on the Storm Lords to the enemy. To a woman I thought was the enemy,” he amended before I could protest my allegiance once more.

      I guessed he did have a right to distrust me. I’d done a favor for my father by befriending Cadmus. And in my dad’s defense, what would be best for Foreia and the Storm Lords in the long run. But Cadmus only knew he’d confided in Ellie Markham, a human woman who smiled and talked with him.

      “It was a bit more than smiling and talking.” Cadmus reached up to caress my cheek, reading the stray thought. “I’m sure your father never asked you to go so far distracting me.”

      His finger grazed my lip, and I did my best not to tremble.

      I cleared my throat. “Ethim il Ruethe would no more allow his daughter to touch a Light Bringer than make love to one. Cadmus, stop touching me.”

      “No. Don’t forget what we once shared. I don’t.”

      Before I could protest, he planted a gentle kiss on my lips and pulled back to study me.

      I felt it all. Tenderness, care, and inhumanly hot, dark possession.

      This time when he lowered himself for a second kiss, I met him more than halfway. I could barely think as he buried me in feeling. He clenched my shoulders, pulling me closer. My breasts pushed against him, my nipples prodding through cotton to feel the hard wall of muscle under sprigs of dark, silky chest hair.

      He pulled away from the kiss to stare at me. “By the Light, Ellie. I can’t stop thinking about this. About you,” he admitted and kissed the curve of my cheek.

      His hands slid down my shoulders, caressing and stroking, before moving toward my breasts. I wanted to stop him, but he found my nipples and toyed with them until I couldn’t think.

      His erection strained against his jeans. With every touch of his lips and tongue, he thrust against me, his urgency increasing. I gripped his thick hair to hold him close. Slanting my mouth under his, I slowly took control of the kiss, causing him to groan my name.

      “Ellie. Baby, more.” He gasped when my mouth left his to trail down his throat.

      Unfortunately, his words and the way he’d said them sparked a memory.

      “More,” he said before pulling me on top of him. I slowly eased down, encasing his hot cock inside me. Riding him as he teased my breasts, I stared into dark brown eyes filled with heat, with power, and with affection I returned far more than was good for me.

      Another image. His eyes clouded then darkened with rage when he learned my father’s identity and my real reason for being at Outpour. He refused to listen to me after that, refused to hear the painful truth I was a heartbeat from declaring. Instead, he shouted at me and shocked me with words that turned my world upside down.

      “No,” I rasped and pushed away from him. What was I doing, letting Cadmus Storm back into my good graces?

      “Ellie,” he cajoled. “We’re just getting started.”

      Oh no, not that slumberous look that made me melt into a puddle at his feet. I deliberately focused on the pulse beating at his neck.

      “I’m not doing this again. Not with you.” I refuse to let you hurt me like you did before. I kept my thoughts to myself, deliberately shielding myself from him.

      “Ellie, I hate to break it to you.” His soft voice lured me into looking back at him. “But you can no more deny this than I can.”

      “You’re wrong.” I took a deep breath, aware the movement created a delicious friction against my taut nipples.

      “Am I? You want me.” He flashed a dimple that made him even more enticing. “I remember how much you like my touch.” He studied me, fixating between my thighs. “You get so wet for me. Remember how I licked you all over, then made my way back up your body to suck your nipples into hard little points? How I brought you to orgasm over and over again with just my mouth and hands?”

      I wished I could forget. As it was, I ached to revisit the past.

      His eyes wandered to my navel. “Still wearing it?”

      He’d been fascinated by my belly ring and apparently still was. I had no intention of telling or showing him I never took it off.

      “Look, Cadmus,” I said, trying to catch my breath. My hands itched. I could still feel him beneath my palms. “It’s way too early for this.”

      “I’m not moving until you’re under me, or we go out and do something.”

      I was way too close to saying yes to the first option. I cleared my throat. “Fine. I guess we can go out and ease your princely boredom.” Anything to get him out of here before I jump him and lose all self-respect. “But I won’t make lo — I won’t fuck you again.”

      His good humor left him, and he stepped closer. “Oh honey, we’ll make love again.” Shocks of elemental power yanked me into his waiting arms. “Don’t worry, my little Djinn.” I hated his strength, his presumption that he could have me again. That he made me want him. “I won’t force you. The next time we fuck, you’ll be begging me for it.”

      He kissed me hard then let me go and turned on his heel, slamming the door shut behind him.

      I fingered my throbbing lips, staring at the closed door with alarm. I wanted him more now than I ever had, and I’d just agreed to spend time with him. Not good.

      Since I couldn’t stay away from him physically, I’d have to emotionally distance myself. If I could think with my head instead of my hormones. I groaned and slumped back onto my bed.

      I had no job, no means of avoiding Cadmus, and no discipline when it came to my traitorous, unruly body.

      The way things were shaping up, I’d be begging him to take me by the end of the day.

      And both loving and hating myself for it every minute.
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      I stormed into the living room, seething with irritation and a foreign sense of hurt that made no sense. Way to go, jackass. Why not just wave a red flag and admit how much you want her? And while you’re at it, act so conceited that now she won’t touch you with a ten-foot pole.
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