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      Don't you dare die on me, Elijah. I'm coming.

      Caked in dust, her muscles quivering from exhaustion, Ana Matthews willed herself up the hill, her feet slipping on the loose shale. The rocky incline hadn't seemed big twenty-seven hours ago, but now it felt like a ruthless mountain, taunting her, grinding her into capitulation.

      Ana fought against despair as she grabbed small boulders to pull herself up the steep slope. She and the eight remaining Calydon warriors from the Order of the Blade had been searching for their teammate Elijah Ross since yesterday at dawn. They'd found no sign that Elijah had survived when the maze of tunnels below ground had collapsed.

      She would not give up. She would not believe he was dead.

      But dear God, it was getting hard to have faith.

      The cast on Ana's right foot banged against the rocks, her muscles so fatigued that she could no longer summon the strength to keep the plaster from dragging in the dirt. The plastic bag she'd had over it was long shredded. She could feel sharp pain on the bottom of her foot from the pebbles that had worked their way in and were grinding into her skin with each step.

      There was a faint trickle of blood staining the cast below by her little toe. Her palms were scraped and covered in dirt, just like her feet.

      She didn't bother to wipe them, despair accentuating her exhaustion as she crested the hill and saw the sinkhole that stretched more than a mile across the Oregon high desert. Somewhere beneath the thousands of tons of rubble was Elijah, one of the three oldest living members of the Order of the Blade. Buried alive because she'd failed him…twice. Her soul mate, the male she was destined to be with, dying at her hand. How could he still be alive? She had no idea, but there was no way she was going to fail him a third time.

      No way.

      She was going to search for him until she found him, no matter what. There was no other option.

      Ana clasped her hands atop her head, her legs shaking with fatigue as she watched Quinn Masters and Gideon Roarke, the two Order members who were blood bonded to Elijah, making the same measured path across the sinkhole as she was. Like Ana, they were trying to use their mental connection with Elijah to locate him beneath the dirt.

      But after over a day of vigilant searching, they hadn't found him, and she saw by the hunch of their shoulders that they were losing hope. If they didn't find Elijah, the future was so grim.

      The forbearer of the Calydon race, a man who'd tapped into the demon taint that coursed through the veins of all his descendants, had nearly destroyed mankind two thousand years ago. Three days ago, he'd escaped from his prison during the battle that had buried Elijah.

      Ezekiel was free, with two thousand years of bitterness to twist his already evil mind, and the only being who had the chance of stopping him was Elijah. Without Elijah, there was no hope, no future, and no respite for anyone.

      But for Ana, Elijah's death meant so much more, a failure that was slowly, inexorably eating away at her soul. That moment when Elijah had looked into her eyes, and she'd seen the anguish and pain in his soul, her heart had broken for him. He'd had the chance to run, to save himself from the monster who'd had him trapped. But he'd chosen not to escape, because he'd been unwilling to leave her behind with the psychopath who'd been beating her so badly.

      Elijah had stayed to protect her, and then Ana's illusion had brought him down in a brutal reward for his heroic decision. God, the illusion she'd created that night had been terrible, a horrific hell.

      As an Illusionist, she was "gifted" with the ability to create illusions, false images powerful enough to kill even the strongest Calydon. She could create an illusion of a wolf ripping a man's throat out, and the man would believe it was true and shred his own throat with his hands, trying to pry the jaws of the wolf off his neck. Her illusions were so powerful that they were virtually impossible to overcome; even if the viewer knew they were fake, it would be impossible to convince the mind of it. She was that good.

      As a child, she'd been the aberration that could create only good, happy illusions that brought peace and serenity to all those who saw them. Rah, rah, Ana.

      But not anymore. Not since the Calydon warrior Nate Tipton had figured out how to tap into the side of her she'd thought she'd been spared. Once he'd kidnapped her and started using her to kill other Calydons, her happy illusions had vanished. Now, the images she created were so horrific, so deadly, and she couldn't stop them.

      The night Elijah had died, as he had held her in his arms, she'd unleashed the most horrifically violent and tragically graphic illusion, a memory that still haunted her. She could still see that look on his face when he'd seen it, so powerful that no mind on earth would be able to break it and convince itself that it was fake. While Elijah had been fighting for his life and hers in the flood of blood cascading from the sky, Nate had slipped in and sliced Elijah's throat. Nate had used her distraction to kill a man he never would have been able to defeat if Ana hadn't been bringing him down.

      Dead. Gone. Because of her. Alive today only because Frank Tully had revived him for future abuse, to help Nate with their twisted goal of freeing the most powerful evil in history from the prison that had kept the world safe for two thousand years.

      The false image she'd created that night had been so terrifying that it had broken the man who'd already suffered so much. She'd killed Elijah every bit as completely as if she'd been the one to wield the knife that had sunk into his throat as he'd held her and given his life for her. For her! God, why had he done that? He didn't even know her!

      Tears filled Ana's eyes and she fisted her hands. Dammit, Elijah! You shouldn't have done it. There were too many deaths on her hands, too much blood staining her palms, and she knew it had to end now. It had to end with Elijah. Somehow, someway, she had to give him the gift that her existence had stolen from so many others: life, hope, and a future. But God, she was failing him. He could be dying right now, beneath her feet, sucking in his last breath while she stood there unable to help him.

      Her heart aching as if there were a thousand daggers plunged into it, Ana looked back over her shoulder at the rest of the team. Besides Gideon and Quinn, four of the others were also searching the sinkhole, but without the blood bond, she knew it would be hard for them to sense Elijah.

      Ryland Samuels was still standing guard at the top of the barren hillside above her. He hadn't moved from his perch for the last three days, guarding the sinkhole while they waited for it to settle enough to search it. Dark, angry energy rolled off him, and she shivered, wondering how long before Ryland went rogue and his team had to kill him. Most Calydons didn't go rogue until they met their sheva, the soul mate destined to destroy him, but they all knew Ryland would need no such trigger. He was a dark and deadly energy, swirling so close to the edge.

      Beside him stood Kane Santiago, the only warrior left who seemed able to connect with Ryland and bring him back. An intricate array of scars stood on display on Kane's bare torso, exposed to the world in hopes that someone would see the markings and be able to tell him what they were from, to enlighten him about his past. The two warriors were stoic and still, weapons out, feet spread, shoulders broad and regal. Deadly combatants, their heavily muscled bodies were rigid and primed, their eyes alive and dark in readiness for war as they searched the endless dry desert and cliffs for Ezekiel's approach.

      Ezekiel would be coming soon, and when he did, they would all die unless they could find Elijah, assuming he was still alive. Even an immortal warrior like Elijah could still be killed...

      Not killed...murdered...Oh, God...how well she knew all the ways to murder a Calydon warrior... How many deaths had her illusions caused because she had been too weak to stop them? Too pathetic to be the woman she was supposed to be? She could still hear the screams of those warriors, the agonizing wail of death and terror she'd fed them⁠—

      Nausea churned in her belly and Ana felt sweat break out on her forehead. Stop it, Ana. You don't have time to think about what you've done. Focus on Elijah.

      Ana fisted her hands and willed her body to keep moving. She started down the slope, skidding on the loose dirt as gravity pulled her relentlessly downward. She tried to call up the mental link Elijah had opened between them before the tunnels had collapsed and buried him, but her focus kept wavering, her head pounding with exhaustion. Come on, Ana! You can do this! Quinn had coached her on how to build a mental bridge, but so far, she hadn't been able to summon even a flicker of response from Elijah. Was she doing something wrong, or was he dead?

      Her stomach lurched and her concentration snapped. Oh, God. If Elijah was dead⁠—

      Ana stumbled on a rock and fell hard, skidding down the incline. Her head struck hard, and she clawed at the rocky earth and dragged herself to a stop.

      "You okay?" Quinn called out.

      "Fine." Ana spit sand out of her mouth and tried to push herself back to her knees. Pain spiked through her right hand and her arms gave out. She fell back to the ground with a groan, her cheek wedged against the rough earth.

      Ana scrunched her eyes shut, fighting against the loss of hope threatening to consume her. What if Elijah was still alive, slowly dying in a dirt grave because she didn't have the strength to find him? Suffering the slow onset of hell because she'd failed him so many times after he'd given his life to keep her safe? Damn it. She wasn't going to let him die!

      Ana dug her hands into the rocky soil and summoned all the energy left in her body, concentrating on Elijah. She visualized her mental energy traveling through the parched soil, touching every living being in the earth, searching for the one male with whom destiny had chosen to bond her. Destiny had linked the two of them, thrusting them into a connection fated to end only in their destruction. Ana would not let him die simply because he'd been cursed as her soul mate. Elijah. It's Ana. Tell me where you are.

      She conjured his husky voice in her mind, letting the deep tones roll across her. She concentrated on the strength of his body and the thickness of his muscled arm as he'd tucked her against his hip to protect her when death had been coming for them both. She vividly recalled that brief moment in Elijah's arms, when she'd realized this stranger was going to stand and protect her despite the risk to his own life. For the first time since her parents had been killed, since Nate had kidnapped her, since hell had taken over, she'd felt safe.

      For that one minute, she'd no longer been alone. In that beautiful moment, she'd forgotten all the nightmares that haunted her, the reality that she had to keep everyone at bay to protect them from her. She'd forgotten she shouldn't allow anyone to take care of her. In Elijah's strong arms, she'd simply given herself over to him, to the strong, powerful guardian who looked at her as if she was worth the entire world to him.

      God, what a moment that had been, seeing her worth blazing in his haunted, tormented eyes. It still beat in her heart, a moment she'd clung to so desperately when there was nothing else to keep her going during the beatings, the deaths, the hell…

      Ana focused on that moment, on that feeling of safety, warmth and connection Elijah had given her. She thrust the emotions out across the dirt beneath her, unable to keep the desperate longing out of her mind when she called out for him yet again. Elijah!

      Silence.

      She felt her heart slowly begin to crumble, falling into a thousand pieces of hopelessness, guilt and loss. Despair overwhelmed her, and she succumbed to it, letting the grief and desolation fill her mind and her heart...and then she felt a pulse of energy.

      A protective energy. A male energy. Searching for her. Reaching out for her with fierce comfort and strength.

      Elation flooded her and she buried her hands in the dirt, desperate to get closer to him. Ana's heart pounded with hope as she stripped away her defenses and plunged her entire soul into the connection. Elijah!

      Ana. His voice was like a great warmth blossoming through her mind, a gift from the heavens that she'd almost given up hope of ever hearing again. The agony of relief shook her, and she bowed her head, fighting the sobs at the feel of his mind linking with hers.

      The weak, barely audible vibration came up through the earth, almost exactly where she was lying, and she knew he'd pulled her to this spot.

      Elijah was right below her.

      "He's here! I've got him!" Tears spilled down Ana's cheeks and she lurched to her knees. She clawed the earth, ripping her fingernails on the rocks, frantic, desperate. Her finger tore open against a rock, but she didn't even feel the pain. She dug faster, her muscles burning, her hands so ineffectual against the packed rock. "Dammit! Come on!" Elijah! We're coming! Don't give up!

      Strong hands grabbed her and flung her aside. She stumbled backward as Quinn and Gideon shoved past her and thrust shovels into the rocky shale, their muscles bulging as they pounded through the earth. There was a roar of triumph as other Order members abandoned their positions and sprinted across the sinkhole toward them, shovels clenched in their fists.

      The males attacked the spot where Ana had been digging, and the earth began to fly. They ripped through the tons of dirt, their muscles flexing as they moved with superhuman speed, shovels flying as they drove down mercilessly, working with the perfect synchronicity of a team that had been together for hundreds of years.

      Ana scrambled out of the way, hope pounding at her as the warriors tore through the ground. Their faces were grim. So grim. They were already fifteen feet down and moving fast. Elijah! We're coming!

      But there was no response from Elijah this time, not even a flicker. There was only a void where Elijah's presence had been, and Ana knew with sudden certainty that he had used the last of his reserves to contact her. Her hope flickered, and real fear began to pulse inside her. What if they weren't in time?

      No, they had to be! "Quinn? Gideon? Do you sense him?" With their blood bond, they would be more sensitive to him than the other Order members.

      Quinn didn't even look up, his face covered in dirt as he assaulted the earth. "No."

      "Me either." Gideon was the deepest in the hole, his muscles taut beneath his skin as he dug. His blond hair was ragged, covered in a day's worth of dust and grime.

      Oh, God. Was Elijah dead? Ana dropped to her knees and buried her bleeding hands in the dirt, sending all her mental energy into the soil that already carried a faint rancid tint from Ezekiel. Elijah. Don't give up. We're coming for you.

      "I can hear a heartbeat," Gideon shouted. "He's near."

      A heartbeat? Ana started to shake. "Don't hurt him! Be careful!" She clutched the rim of the hole and watched as the males dug more carefully, until they finally tossed the shovels aside and used their hands, still removing dirt with such efficiency it was astonishing.

      "I feel skin!" Gideon shouted.

      "You found him?" Ana leapt up and the edge of the hole crumbled beneath her feet. She lost her footing and catapulted headfirst down the edge of the hole. She crashed hard into Kane's scarred back, and he whirled on her. Black light flashed above his forearm and a loud crack exploded as he called out his weapon from the black brand tattooed into his skin. The double spiked flail appeared in his hand so quickly Ana didn't even have time to suck in a breath before the spiked metal balls were headed toward her face.

      "Shit!" Recognition flashing in his dark eyes, Kane averted his blow at the last second. His weapon slammed harmlessly into the earthen wall behind her with a thud that made the ground shake, and little rocks tumbled down from above, showering them both.

      "Sorry," she squeaked. "I didn't mean to startle you."

      Kane swore and yanked his weapon out of the wall of dirt. "Hell, Ana, we're all on edge here. Watch yourself."

      She knew why they were on edge. Ezekiel would be coming after them at any moment. It was a race to rescue Elijah before doom descended and consumed them all.

      "Elijah!" Ana shoved past Kane to where Quinn, Gideon and Zach Roderick were down on their knees, rapidly clearing dirt from Elijah's inert body. She could see his thigh and one shoulder, covered in clay and deathly still. Her heart stopped for a split second, stunned by the decimated condition of the warrior who had pulsated with such strength, fire and determination such a short time ago. She'd brought him to this? Dear God, Elijah. I'm so sorry. I won't let you die, I promise.

      Fierce determination chasing away the shock, Ana scrambled across the loose dirt and knelt beside Elijah's shoulder. She quickly began clearing the dirt from his face.

      A loud crack made her start, and she jerked her gaze up to see that Thano Savakis had called out his weapons from the brands on his forearms. He was standing directly above her, the three pronged tip of his halberd poised over Elijah's head. Thano's second halberd was over Elijah's heart. Ana realized Kane's flails were poised over Elijah's exposed belly. "What is wrong with you?" She shoved at their weapons, but they didn't move them.

      "We're just taking precautions," Kane said quietly.

      She saw their grim willingness to kill their own teammate if they had to. God, what a legacy they had as members of the Order of the Blade. Calydon warriors who lived and died by their oath to protect innocents from rogue Calydons. To fulfill the Order of the Blade mission, they killed ruthlessly, repeatedly and without remorse, and had been doing so for hundreds of years. Even if it was one of their own who had to die.

      "He's not a monster," she said, moving her shoulders protectively between Thano's weapon and Elijah's heart.

      Gideon pushed her back firmly. "He was the last time I saw him. If he's in the same state as he was then, he'll try to kill us all, and he'll succeed if we're not ready." His blue eyes were heavy with regret and worry, and she realized he feared they were going to have to slay his best friend right there. "Stay out of the strike zone, Ana, or you wait up on the hill."

      Ana clenched her fists. "Elijah is not insane. He spoke to me, and he knew who I was. He's not going to attack any of us." Ignoring Gideon's scowl, she turned back to Elijah and helped Quinn clear the dirt away from Elijah's head, viscerally aware of the weapons hovering above her. She would not let them kill him, and she tensed her muscles, ready to block their path to Elijah's heart if he needed protection. Elijah, they aren't the enemy. Let them help you.

      Her fingers brushed against his skin, and energy leapt into her, a pulse of fire and heat. "He's alive!" Her nerves humming from the shock, Ana dug even more frantically, her fingers flying gently over his face as she wiped the dirt away from his mouth.

      Quinn worked silently beside her as Gideon and the others unburied the rest of him. Elijah's face began to emerge. She saw the strong angle of his jaw, the roughness of his whiskers, the face she'd seen in her dreams for so long. His skin was pasty brown from the damp clay, his dark hair caked with mud. His eyes were closed, his face expressionless with the silence of death. "Oh, God," she whispered, her hands faltering in horror. He'd been buried alive. "How could he possibly have survived?"

      "I can hear his heart," Gideon said. "It's slow, but working." He looked up at the Order members standing guard. "He could wake at any second. Be ready for him to attack."

      There was a pulse of assent in the air, and Ana tensed, feeling their utter commitment to slaying one of their fellow Order members. She laid her trembling hands over Elijah's forehead and bent close, resting her cheek against his cold skin. Elijah. Can you hear me? I'm so sorry. This is all my fault.

      There was no response, no spark from touching him this time. Even with skin to skin contact she couldn't get even a faint pulse of energy from him. Her throat tightened and she lifted her head, then sucked in her breath when she saw the rest of him that the Order had finally unburied. Naked and raw, Elijah's skin was shredded. Deep gouges, open wounds caked with crusted blood and sand... Her stomach lurched and she laid her hand over his chest... "Oh, God..."

      Gideon swore, and she shot a glance at him. "You did this to him?"

      "Some of it, yeah, when he attacked me." His face was hard and unapologetic, and she dropped her gaze from his, knowing what he hadn't bothered to say.

      At least Gideon had left Elijah alive, which was more than she could claim.
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      "Is Elijah still alive?" Ana skidded around the corner of the basement corridor of the mansion belonging to the Order's deceased leader, Dante Sinclair. Her cast slid on the mud covering the steel floor, and she yelped as she started to fall. "God, please, tell me he's alive."

      Quinn caught her arm as she nearly went down, righting her with a firm grip on her upper arm. "He's alive, Ana, but—" He paused, his eyes dark, his face grim.

      "Where is he? Why is he in the basement?" Ana wrenched her arm out of Quinn's grasp, searching the corridor past him for any sign of Elijah. But all she saw were five Order members talking in low voices. Their shoulders were hunched, and she realized they were discussing what they would do about Ezekiel if Elijah didn't recover.

      Elijah and some of the others had been returned to the temporary Order headquarters by Kane, who was the only Order member with the ability to teleport. Ana had been deemed not critical and had been forced to stay behind with two other Order members, so as not to tax Kane's ability to relocate Elijah when he was in such fragile condition.

      It had taken Kane almost three hellacious hours to return for Ana and the others.

      She hadn't been able to reach Elijah by mind, and she'd been nearly insane with fear by the time Kane had reappeared, especially when Kane had been unable to reassure her as to Elijah's well-being. She was nearly desperate with the need to see him, to know he was all right, and her entire soul was screaming with the need to connect with him. "Where is he?"

      "Calm down, Ana. He's alive." Quinn's voice was gentle but firm, his dark eyes deep with understanding. She realized that he thought she was freaking out because of the sheva bond, because he knew from first-hand experience exactly how intense it was.

      The sheva bond was an unstoppable connection between a Calydon and his soul mate. With the completion of each of the five stages of the bond, the connection would become tighter and tighter, sucking them in until there was nothing else in the world for either of them. The moment the bond was complete, destiny would hunt them, thrusting them into the hell that awaited every bonded warrior: he would lose her and go rogue, destroying everything that mattered to either one of them. The only way to stop him would be by death, to him, to her, to both of them, unless the Order got to them first and killed one of them in a preemptive strike.

      The Order had been striking for over two thousand years, their mission being the single one of protecting humanity from the rogue Calydon.

      Quinn might think he understood the sheva bond. He might think that Ana's need to see Elijah was because she carried the outline of his brand on her arm, formed when Elijah had satisfied the death stage by offering his life to save hers.

      Quinn was wrong.

      It wasn't simply the bond calling her to Elijah. It was so much more, so deep, pulling at her very soul with a fierceness she knew no one would be able to understand. It was too much, formed from a lifetime of the guilt and torment she'd been carrying.

      "Quinn—" She realized suddenly that her forearm was tingling, and she looked down at her arm where Quinn's hand had been. There was a smear of mud and blood on her arm, and it was beginning to burn her skin. Was her arm stinging because it was a reaction to Elijah's blood? Fresh blood? Oh, no. "What happened?"

      "Ana." Her sister, Grace Matthews, stepped up beside Quinn, placing her hand possessively on the warrior's forearm, supporting her mate. "It's better if you don't go in there⁠—"

      "Better for who?" God, she hated how Grace still looked at her as if she was some child she needed to protect. Didn't Grace understand how far beyond that they were? There was no more innocent girl, no more permission for anyone to protect her. "I need to see him." Ana shoved past Grace, but her sister grabbed her arm.

      Grace's silver eyes were haunted and worried. "Ana, you've been through so much⁠—"

      Ana yanked her arm out of her sister's grasp, her heart racing so hard she could barely breathe. "Tell me where he is!" Metal doors stretched down the corridor, all of them closed, as if this had once been a prison for deranged Calydons...and since they were in the basement of the former leader of the Order, that’s probably exactly what it was.

      "Let her see him."

      Ana turned toward the quiet voice and saw Lily Davenport standing near them. Ana felt tears rise in her eyes at the sight of Gideon's sheva. Lily had suffered alongside Ana at the hands of Nate Tipton, the ruthless bastard who had kidnapped them both. Their shared incarceration had created a bond of friendship that would never die. There was sympathy in Lily's eyes, and sadness, as if she didn't know if seeing Elijah would help, but that she knew Ana had to do it. She understood.

      Grace shook her head. "But⁠—"

      "She can handle it," Lily said. "You can't protect her anymore, Grace. It's too late for that." Lily pointed down the hall. "Third room on the right, Ana. Yell if you need help."

      Ana nodded and started running down the corridor. After having been tortured for months, Elijah had been buried for three days, only to be rescued and then locked up like some beast. If he wasn't insane already, that would do him in.

      Gideon broke from the group and stepped in front of the door just as she reached it.

      He caught her by the shoulders and forced her to stop and look at him. "Don't release Elijah. He's too dangerous. And don't get within his reach, okay?"

      Release him? "He's not some beast⁠—"

      "Promise me, or you're not going in." Gideon nodded at the faint mark on her forearm, acknowledging the connection that pulled her toward Elijah. It was his brand on her arm, and it had appeared after they'd met, locking them down as soul mates and starting the process of bonding them and pulling them inexorably to their demise. "I know you want to help him, but you can't. It's too dangerous. He tried to kill me, and I've been blood bonded with him for five hundred years. You've done only one stage of the bond with him, and it's not going to be enough to keep you safe from him. Do you understand?"

      She saw in his eyes that he wasn't going to yield, and she nodded impatiently, willing to say whatever it took to get in to see Elijah. "Okay, okay. Just let me in."

      Gideon narrowed his eyes as if weighing the veracity of her response, then he dropped his hands from her shoulders. He shoved the deadbolt aside, then used both fists to muscle the door open, his shoulders flexing with the strain.

      The minute it was open enough for her to squeeze through, she eased through the door and into the cell. Then she saw Elijah, and tears stung the back of her eyes. "Oh, Elijah."

      They had laid him out on a steel slab and locked him down in padded steel wrist and ankle cuffs. He was unconscious, his body limp and defenseless. They'd strapped him down like he was a monster. On that slab, he'd been imprisoned and stripped of all his abilities to defend himself, laid out at the mercy of anyone who would come after him. He was trapped, just like she'd been at Nate's, just like he'd been when Frank had so mercilessly messed with his mind.

      Ana felt her own panic, her own terror at the idea of being trapped again, and knew that's what Elijah would be feeling the moment he regained consciousness if he woke up when he was bolted down like that. "You can't lock him up again!" She started to rush across the room, and Gideon grabbed her arm, forcing her to stop.

      Regret pulsed in his deep blue eyes. "Ana, we have to keep him restrained until he wakes up and we see what kind of shape he's in. If he's rogue, and he's free, we'll have to kill him to stop him. If he's locked down, then he can't hurt himself or anyone else, and we can buy time to bring him back."

      "He's not rogue. He talked to me⁠—"

      "No." Gideon directed her toward a folding metal chair, far out of Elijah's reach. "You've never seen a rogue Calydon, Ana. There's no stopping them." His eyes flared. "You know the legend of the sheva bond. It makes a male go rogue, and with Elijah already insane, he has no tools to resist it." He shoved her down in the chair. "If you care one bit about him," he challenged, "you'll sit there and not put him at risk. Got it?"

      Ana bit her lip as the cold metal pressed against her legs. God, Gideon was right. There was no way she would risk endangering Elijah. He'd already suffered enough because of her. "Yeah, okay."

      "Good. Sit with him, so we can head upstairs to the war room to make some plans. Don't touch him, just come get us if anything goes wrong, okay? But don't get within his reach."

      She nodded numbly, horrified by the huge thick links of metal around Elijah's wrists and ankles, binding him to the steel like he was a wild beast.

      Gideon's hand went to her shoulder, his touch soft. "Try talking to him." His voice was sympathetic, and she knew he could feel her horror. "Maybe you can reach him when the rest of us couldn't. The sheva bond is incredibly powerful, even at the early stages. Maybe you can do more than I think."

      "Yeah, okay." She made a noise of acknowledgement in the back of her throat, and she was barely aware of Gideon leaving, his quiet murmurs at Grace's worried inquiry, and the sound of footsteps fading as everyone left.

      All she could concentrate on was the male stretched out before her.

      Elijah was still covered in dirt, as if the Order hadn't dared to take the time to clean him up, but there was a heavy blanket draped over him and a pillow beneath his head. His shoulders were bare, making her think that they hadn't risked trying to get him clothed. Her heart ached for the indignity of being strapped down, left naked and dirty.

      This was a great warrior, a man who had saved thousands of lives during the last five hundred years, reduced to being treated like some horrific criminal, a beast. Tears filled her eyes for the fate that had so cruelly stolen Elijah from the life he deserved.

      Some of his wounds had opened, and he was bleeding profusely from several places. A thick bandage was around his right biceps, but the blood was oozing through that already. How could he still be hurt? Calydons healed so quickly. Was he so far gone he couldn't even heal himself anymore? "Oh, Elijah," she whispered. "I'm so sorry."

      His head was turned toward the side, and she felt her heart break when she saw his eyes. They were closed, but they were gouged and scarred, as if he'd tried to claw them out himself. Dear God, what had he been through while Frank had tortured him? Had she done this to him when they'd both been in the tunnels? Was this because of her as well?

      The muscles in his neck were twitching, as if he were having a nightmare. God, she knew about that. The front of his throat bore a long scar, still raised, angry and red.

      The scar from when he'd died at her hands.

      There was nothing left of the powerful, confident warrior who had scooped her up and held her against his strong body to protect her. He was now beaten. Destroyed. Because of her. Her body began to shake again. "Dear God, Elijah, I'm so sorry⁠—"

      His body lurched and suddenly he began to move, trying to lift his arms. "Gideon!" Ana leapt up, her heart racing. "Get down here! He's waking up!"

      Elijah's muscles went rigid, and he tried to bolt upright. The restraints kept him down, and he unleashed a bellow of unearthly terror, a scream that raked anguish right though her soul. "Oh, God, Elijah. It's okay. No one's hurting you." She edged closer to him, aching to ease his pain and his terror.

      He screamed again, and then he seemed to snap completely. He went into a frenzied panic, fighting the restraints. The blanket fell to the floor, revealing a body that was ragged and bare. She heard the crack of his bone splitting, and she saw his wrist crumble from the force of him trying to break free of the restraints. "No!" She raced across the room and threw her arms around his neck, trying to ease his panic. "There's no threat," she shouted. "It's over. It's just me."

      He screamed again, his body bucking and raging as he struggled to get free. She heard another crack, and felt the snap as one of his ribs broke under the chest restraint. "Oh, God, Elijah!" Frantic now, she leapt onto the slab and threw her entire body over him, trying to use her own weight to hold him down. He convulsed beneath her and she pressed herself against him so her lips were against his ear, tucking herself as tightly as she could against him.

      "Feel me," she whispered. "It's safe now. You're home. Everything is okay." She kept whispering, kept stroking his face, her body against his, and suddenly, his screams stopped. The only sound was his panicked breathing, his chest heaving beneath hers, his body still trembling violently.

      Relief made tears burn in her eyes, and she kept stroking his face. "It's all over, Elijah. You're home. You don't need to fight anymore." His heart was pounding against her chest where she was wrapped around him. "Frank's dead, Elijah. You're at Dante's. We're going to take care of you. It's over. I promise you're safe." She kept repeating the words she'd longed to hear when she'd been held prisoner by Nate for so long. All she'd wanted during that awful time was to feel safe again. Nothing more. Just safe.

      When he'd tried to protect her the night of his death, Elijah had given her that for one moment, and if she could pay him back... "You're safe, Elijah." She pressed her face to his neck and kept whispering any words of comfort she could come up with, all the things she'd wanted someone to say to her so many times. "I promise."

      There was a huge shudder that nearly shook her off him. Then his body relaxed, sagging back to the steel slab as if he was exhausted beyond what he could endure. "Yes," she whispered. "Let it go. It's over."

      She kept herself wrapped around him and continued whispering words of reassurance as she pulled back slightly to look at his face. His head was back at an angle, the strong lines of his jaw evident even in sleep. His dark hair was matted with blood and dirt, but he was still Elijah. He still smelled like dark spices and something erotic, and he still had the black brands of the throwing stars on his forearms.

      She held up her arm and compared his brand to the mark on her forearm, her heart tightening when she saw that her marks were an exact match for one of the eight points of his throwing star.

      The evidence was unassailable: they'd done the first stage of the bond that would tie them together and destroy them. It had happened when he'd given his life to protect her, a complete stranger at the time. She was his sheva, the one woman destined for him...destined to destroy him.

      She ran her finger over the dark brand on his forearm. The sheva bond was so dangerous to both of them, but it felt so right to be connected to him⁠—

      "God, what are you thinking, Ana?" She couldn't afford those thoughts, not when she was already so broken. Not when he was so broken. There was nothing left inside her that could survive if she opened herself to him, and she knew she was his ultimate destruction, for more reasons than the legacy of the sheva destiny.

      Her only goal was to help him survive, to atone for what she'd done to him.

      That was all she could allow herself.

      She pulled her thoughts tighter and forced herself to focus only on Elijah's damaged state and his need for comfort. Not because he was her mate, but because she owed him. And the first thing she owed him was the freedom he'd been deprived for so long.

      She studied the cuffs for a long moment. Did she dare? But she had to do it. She knew that his panic had resulted from being trapped and unable to defend himself. She knew because she'd been there, too. She owed him that freedom. Gideon was wrong to keep him locked down.

      Her movement sure and firm, she leaned over and yanked the pin out of the cuff on Elijah's left wrist. His body shuddered as his arm slid over the edge of the slab, free. Ana quickly released the other arm, gently settling it against his hip so it wouldn't fall off the metal cot.

      She took a shaky breath, realizing how tense she was, waiting for him to attack her now that his arms were free, but he didn't even move. She brushed Elijah's matted hair back off his face. His muscles relaxed and she saw the tension ease from the tendons in his neck.

      Even in his sleep, he needed comfort and responded to a soft touch. If she could give him any peace, she would do it for as long as he needed it. "I'm going to go find Quinn and let him know you're waking up, okay?" She laid her hand against his cheek, unable to stop the pulse of worry at leaving him. "You'll be okay, right?"

      Of course he didn't respond, and the bandages were still leaking with blood, and dozens of gashes on his body were oozing. "Right. You're a Calydon. These are nothing but scratches to you." She steeled herself, then climbed off him⁠—

      His body went rigid, and he bellowed with terror, his anguish flooding her like a burst of tormented hell⁠—

      "Elijah! I'm still here!" She threw herself onto him again. His arms snapped around her instantly, pinning her to him as she wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck, clinging to him as he convulsed. His grip on her was so tight she could barely breathe, but he wasn't trying to hurt her. He was clinging to her as if she was all that was keeping him in this world, and she embraced it. "It's okay, Elijah. Let it go."

      This time it took longer for him to calm, his screams bouncing off the steel endlessly before he finally stilled again, his chest heaving, his muscles trembling, his body slick with perspiration. She nuzzled her face against his throat, tucking herself into the curve of his body. She even tugged up her shirt so her bare belly was against his. The moment her skin was flush with his, his arms slid away from her waist and flopped to the steel bed in sheer and utter capitulation. A soft moan drifted from his lips.

      Her throat tightened. "I won't leave you, I promise, but God, we're both in so much trouble if the only way you can stay sane is to touch me." Just the feel of his skin against her belly made hot desire flare deep inside her, pooling low and warm between her thighs.

      She knew it was the bond trying to pull them together. It made her understand, for the first time, how truly difficult the bond would be to resist if she remained this up close and personal with Elijah. "I can't go down that path with you," she whispered. "I can't." For so many reasons.

      God, all she wanted was to bury herself against him... No. She sat up, and Elijah tensed instantly, the tendons in his neck going rigid.

      Grimacing, she snuggled back against him. The chest restraint dug into her breasts, so she unhooked it and tossed it aside. Angry at the world for trying to restrain him, she yanked out the pin from his ankle cuffs, giving him complete freedom. "There," she said. "You can defend yourself now. It's all okay." She laid her cheek against his bare chest, feeling the rise and fall of his ribs as he breathed slow and deep. With a sigh, she draped herself over him, his thighs hard beneath hers. His hard, naked thighs.

      She tried not to think about the intimacy of their position, but as she settled against him, she felt her body beginning to thrum as his exotic scent wrapped around her, his hard body strong and reassuring. She suddenly realized that she felt safe. Safe. She never thought she'd feel safe again, but she did...

      Safe in the arms of a Calydon so dangerous he was in chains? A male so potent he would eviscerate what was left of her heart if she wasn't careful? A warrior so deadly that all hopes of survival for the Order were resting on his injured shoulders? A male who had looked at her with such a soul deep hatred when they'd first met that she could still feel the horror in his gaze?

      She closed her eyes.

      Yes, safe.

      She knew it would all change when he woke. She knew she had no right to ask him to protect her, to accept any sacrifice on her behalf. But she wasn't strong enough to fight her need for what he provided. For now, she would cling to the respite he gave her and pray that it gave her the strength to survive what she knew was coming.
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      Pain...hurt so much...

      Elijah jerked to awareness, agony screaming through him.

      His chest tightened with fear...then...warmth...soothing...something draped over his chest...making the pain go away...

      He peeled his eyes open a sliver, wincing...couldn't see...just gray...blurs... Dark? Or blind? Didn't know. Couldn't remember...

      He was shaking violently…he was so cold...he was on fire...sharp pain with each breath…wrist hurting...heat trickling down his arm...arms...blood? His? Someone else's?

      Didn't know.

      Couldn't think.

      Cold against his back...so much pain. Danger. Nightmares... Images flashed through his mind. Of death. Of pain. Of hell... Coming for him... Needed to get away...legs...couldn't move them...

      Panic started to swell up in his chest, and suddenly a soft voice was whispering to him.

      A female.

      His female.

      His panic eased, and he let himself fall under her spell, drifting under her comforting touch and gentle words...easing back into the darkness again...but this time, he wasn't afraid.

      This time, there was no hell.

      Only peace.
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        * * *

      

      A short while later, Ana felt Elijah tense beneath her. He was awake.

      His body hadn't so much as twitched, his breathing hadn't changed, and his heart rate hadn't sped up. But there was a vibrating tension about him, a readiness... A warrior in battle, not giving away anything.

      She lifted her head to look at him, trying to move slowly so as not to trigger him into another manic episode. His scarred green eyes were glazed, unseeing, but they were focused on her face, as if he could see her through some deeper force than his vision.

      Her heart started to race, and she hesitated, not sure what to do. Was he about to snap again? Or was he sane? "Um..." She licked her lips nervously. "I'm Ana Matthews...but I guess you already know that."

      Elijah blinked several times, the movement awkward and jerky, as if his eyelids were rasping painfully over his damaged eyes. Her heart ached at the sight of all those raw scars on his face, as if he'd tried to claw out his own eyes rather than see the hell he'd been facing. Was she responsible for that? Had it been her illusions that he'd tried to defend against by blinding himself?

      Tears filled her eyes, tears of guilt, regret and empathy, and she instinctively laid her hand on his cheek. "Oh, Elijah," she whispered, forgetting to fear him, ignoring all Gideon's warnings about how Elijah might be so violent and insane when he finally awoke from his coma. "I'm so sorry."

      He blinked again, wincing at the agonizing movement as he tried to see her.

      "No, no," she whispered. "Don't torment yourself. Here." She clasped his wrist and placed his palm against her cheek. "See me this way."

      He closed his eyes and let his hand drift across her face. He moved his fingers over her skin, over her cheekbone, her eyelashes, the bridge of her nose, his callused fingers so light against her skin.

      Elijah touched her mouth, tracing the outline of her lips. Heat began to swirl inside Ana as he gave a small nod. "Good." The word came out as a grinding noise, and her heart tightened at the grimace of pain on his face.

      But God, to hear his voice again, his real voice, not the whisper in her mind. It burned right to her soul, like the forbidden heat of a sensual danger designed to strip her defenses and possess her completely. She swallowed, suddenly nervous, no longer feeling like a woman trying to protect a man. Instead, she felt like a female being drawn ruthlessly into the spell of the male destined to consume her. "Elijah⁠—"

      His arm snaked around her, trapping her as he pulled her down against him. He buried his face in the curve of her neck with a deep groan of contentment that made desire pulse through her relentlessly.

      Ana froze as he inhaled deeply, and she knew he was examining her scent, memorizing every detail about her body. "It's me," she whispered. "You know me."

      He blew out, his lips feathering her neck with heat.

      Her skin felt like it was on fire. She became aware of his scent, the raw, fierce pulse of danger and death, mixed with something softer. Vulnerability. Fear. Desperation. Dear God, his suffering was so intense, filling her with the agony of his despair, of his confusion. Had she done that to him? Was all of that her fault? How much worse would she make it if she stayed with him, if he realized who she was? "This really isn't a good idea." She set her hands on his shoulders and gently tried to push him away. "It's the sheva bond making you want me. You actually hate—" She stumbled over the words, regret thick and bitter. "You hate me, Elijah. As soon as your mind settles again, you'll remember."

      His hands snapped to her hips, trapping her against him. "Mine," he growled. His eyes were still closed, unable to defeat the pain of the scar tissue, but his hands were burning over her, as if he were stripping her clothes off and branding her with every touch.

      "Oh, God," she whispered. "Don't pull me into this. I don't have many defenses left." Her heart had bled for this man so many times, and now he held her like she was his salvation, his anchor, the only thing he had to hold onto.

      She'd already seen the way he looked at her, with pure revulsion for who she was and what she'd done to him. She knew it would come again the moment he regained his senses. She couldn't let herself fall into his touch, into his need, and then survive it when he took it away from her. He wouldn't survive it either, being sucked into her nightmare. "We can't lie to each other," she whispered as she grabbed his wrist, trying to stop him. "This isn't real. Please, don't do this to me. To us."

      "Real," he whispered, sliding his hands beneath her shirt, flattening one palm over her belly. "You're not real?" His voice cracked, and he gripped her sides with sudden intensity. "You have to be real⁠—"

      "I am, I am," she soothed quickly. "You're not having illusions. I'm right here." She knew he'd been tormented by illusions. He'd been thrust mercilessly into the world of uncertainty, unable to know what nightmares were real, and which were fake. Men had died from the insanity the illusions caused, from the inability to know truth from delusion, and she knew Elijah's greatest tool right now was reality. She couldn't take that away from him. "I'm not your imagination," she said.

      Elijah opened his eyes again, straining to see her, but there was no recognition in those scarred eyes. "I can't see you," he croaked. "You're not real⁠—"

      "I am!" Ana grabbed his hands and squeezed. "Feel my touch," she ordered. "Hear my voice. I'm here, dammit! You're not being messed with anymore!"

      "You're real?" His voice softened with awe and disbelief. "This is you?" He ran his hands over her stomach, her ribs, and desire leapt through her.

      Ana leaned her head back and closed her eyes, her body trembling at the sensation of his hands on her. God, how long had it been since a man's hands had touched her with kindness? Not just kindness. Reverence. Adoration. Callused hands that would never hurt her, no matter what she did. Hands that would wrap around her at night and keep her safe. Strong, masculine hands that would seduce her until she was his, forever…

      Oh, God. What was she thinking? She couldn't do this, not to him, not to herself. Her only job was to help him regain his sanity, to bring him back so he could fulfill the mission he was meant to do. She had to stop him from weaving this web around them. She had to keep him from drawing them both into the dangerous attraction sparking between them, the one that was only about their sheva bond, not reality, not the truth about how much damage there was between them.

      "Elijah! We don't have time for this. Your team needs you upstairs. You have to save the damn world." She winced at how she sounded a little too breathless and sensual. Desperate and panicked, yes, but also...intimate. She cleared her throat and leaned back, away from his face still nuzzling her throat. "If you were in your right mind, you'd never touch me like this. You despise me and I⁠—"

      "No," he growled. His hands slid up her back beneath her shirt, and he pressed against her bare shoulder blades, pulling her toward him. Toward his mouth.

      Anticipation hummed through Ana even as she stiffened, fighting the urges racing through her. God, how she wanted to lose herself in him. "Dammit, Elijah. Stop!"

      Her body was trembling with desire, with nervousness, and the need to leap off his lap and bolt. But she knew he'd snap if she broke physical contact with him, and she didn't know if she'd be able to bring him back from his delusions and insanity again. She owed him, and she knew that her soul was already too black to survive causing Elijah's death for a second time. He'd been revived once, by forces too awful to comprehend, and she knew he wouldn't survive it again. "Elijah—" Her palms went to his bare chest to try to block him from pulling her any closer, and the heated spark was almost instant.

      They both froze, and she could feel his heart pounding beneath her palms.

      Mine. His possessive growl echoed in her mind, sending spirals of fire and heat racing through her.

      Yours. The word popped into Ana's mind before she could stop it.

      The moment the word formed in her head, Elijah sat up and yanked her against him. His hand roughly palmed the back of her head to bring her down at the right angle, not giving her a chance to resist or to stop him. He sank his mouth onto hers, and her lips parted instantly for him...and then she felt the beast consume him. His need pulsed at her, shredding all her resistance in a heartbeat.

      She barely stifled a scream as Elijah shifted and rolled her beneath him, covering her with his body. His kisses were frantic, his mouth almost violent in its assault on her. His hands were all over her, her stomach, her breasts, his fingers bruising and desperate. She could feel his desperation for her, and she knew he might hurt her.

      And she didn't care.

      Hot desire rose hard and fast inside her, and she threw her arms around his neck, holding him tightly as her own need met his. God, she'd needed this for so long. Not just any touch. His touch. She knew it in every fiber of her being that he had been inside her soul since they'd met. We will destroy each other. The thought was like a cold hit to her gut, and she tried to break the kiss. "I can't⁠—"

      He tugged her shirt up and caught her breast in his mouth, a decadent, raging kiss of desperate desire that eviscerated her resistance to him. His fervent passion for her was tearing at her soul with every kiss.

      Darkness slithered along the edges of her mind, a danger so vivid and poisonous that her soul recoiled and she tried to pull back. Elijah growled and deepened his kiss, and she realized that the hell she'd sensed was in Elijah's mind, a demonic darkness trying to overtake his sanity. She knew Elijah was trying to outrun it by sinking himself into her body and her mind, seeking solace in their touch, in their kisses.

      She was the oasis, the sanity, the beauty that could bring him back from this madness, from the demons in his mind. A sense of absolute rightness filled Ana with heat and warmth at the realization that she could help him. The hell she would face later didn't matter anymore. Elijah needed her, and as his soul mate, she could help him. I'm here for you.

      His energy reached for her through the nightmare that beat at him. His soul wrapped itself around her as he fought for his sanity and control. His relentless need for her consumed both his mind and hers...

      Yes, Elijah. Take me. Whatever you need from me, it's yours. She wrapped her arms around his neck, gasping as he kissed her breasts. A growl ripped from this throat, an untamed sound of possession and domination as he lowered his hips between her thighs. His hips began to pump, his erection slamming against her through her jeans.

      Desire raged through her, sweeping her up and away from all the anguish she'd been carrying for so long. In his arms, there was nothing left of the woman who'd hurt so many people. Gone was the debilitating guilt and grim awareness of the monster she was. The aching loneliness, the constant fear, the incessant terrors…all gone, cradled in the strong arms of this courageous warrior.

      Instead, there was simply beauty and passion, a sense of being loved and desired, of being treasured. Yes, she whispered, her heart too full of emotion to dare stop him. She wanted more of this moment, even though she knew she didn't deserve it, even though she knew it would all be torn apart the moment he recovered enough to remember who she was and how deep his revulsion for her ran.

      His body was rigid under her touch, and she felt every cut, every wound under her hands. There was nowhere to hold him without hurting him more. He shouted and thrust harder, and suddenly she couldn't think anymore, his need calling out an answering yearning in her. His body was so hot, his skin serrated and broken, his muscles rock hard beneath her touch, sliding under his skin.

      Ana arched her back, her body reaching for him, for his touch, for the heat in his hands and the fire in his kisses until it wasn't just about his desperation, but hers as well. His hand went to her jeans and he fumbled with them, trying to get them undone as his thrusts grew more frantic, more forceful, his erection slamming through the denim against her most sensitive spot.

      Utter rightness swelled inside her, consuming her, until the fire began to lick down her limbs, igniting every inch of her until the sensations exploded, overwhelming her soul and her body. She screamed Elijah's name, and his deep roar mixed with hers, his body convulsing against her as he drove again and again, his hands braced on either side of her head, his attempt to get her pants off lost in the blazing inferno consuming them both.

      The orgasm consumed them both at the same instant. She screamed his name, and he went rigid above her, and then he collapsed, his body sinking onto hers, his chest flush against the bare skin of her breasts, his hips stilled between hers, his breathing raw and harsh on her neck.

      She locked her arms around his shredded back and entwined her feet along his thighs, holding him as tightly as she could as the final tremors faded.

      Elijah shuddered against her, and then his body finally went quiet.

      Neither of them moved or spoke, though she was certain he was awake. They just lay together, intertwined, on the steel slab, recovering.

      After a moment, she rested her elbow on his shoulder and pressed her hand to her eyes. Dear God. What had she done?

      Elijah shifted suddenly. He rose swiftly to his hands and knees, his body going rigid. He straddled her, his palms braced on either side of her head, his legs outside hers. It was the position of a male defending his woman with his body. He stopped breathing, going utterly still, a predator waiting for the enemy to attack.

      Ana froze, her heart pounding. What had he seen? Had his mind snapped? Elijah? What's wrong?

      They're coming. His head was up and he was staring blindly past her with the intensity of an assassin who had targeted his mark.

      Who? Demons? Some figment of his ravaged mind? Ana carefully twisted her head to look where he was looking. Relief rushed through her when she saw Quinn and Gideon standing inside the door. Elijah wasn't imagining things. He was all right! "I'm fine," she quickly told their visitors, her cheeks heating with embarrassment at being caught in such an intimate position. Her clothes were still on, but it was obvious what they'd been doing.

      Neither warrior moved, and Elijah lowered himself slightly, his chest resting protectively against hers. She noticed then that Gideon and Quinn had their weapons out, and they were pointing them at Elijah. Oh, crap! No wonder Elijah was on the defensive. "Put your weapons away," she said quickly. "He's⁠—"

      Elijah's hand went to her mouth, silencing her.

      Gideon swore and didn't sheathe his weapon. "We're going to grab you and pull you out from under him."

      Oh, Dear God, that would make Elijah snap if they went after her! "No! Don't touch me! Don't take me away from him! He needs to have me touching him!"

      Elijah tensed at her sharp tone, and he immediately shifted his weight to free his right arm, the arm he preferred for his weapons. Oh, crap. "No, Elijah." She fought to keep her voice calm. "They're your friends⁠—"

      He called out his throwing star with a crack that reverberated against the steel wall, and she knew they were a split second away from a full battle, a violent encounter she knew would end only in death.
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      There was a threat to his female.

      Elijah couldn't see it, but he could sense it. Knew it was there. Had to protect her⁠—

      "Elijah." Her hands were on his face, a delicate touch that made something inside him freeze. "They're your friends. Quinn and Gideon. Friends."

      He hesitated, clenching his throwing star in his fist.

      Quinn.

      Gideon.

      The names pulsed in his head. Made it hurt. He knew them. He did. But how? Couldn't remember. Couldn't think.

      His heart began to pound, and he struggled to see, but for all the effort, Elijah could discern nothing but the blurred outlines of two males. Large males with the body language of warriors. Threats⁠—

      Her arms went around his neck, and she pressed her face into his chest, her breath warm against his bare skin. "You know them," she whispered. "You do. It's okay, Elijah. You're safe now."

      She pressed her lips to his throat, a gesture so tender and trusting that he forgot to think. He forgot about the danger. His entire world went still, and all his senses were filled with the woman beneath him. Her lips were warm and soft, decadently sensual as they brushed over his bare skin in a seduction that ignited every fire in his body. He growled and dug his fingers into her hair, bowing his head so he could nuzzle her, breathing in the scent of flowers and sunshine that seemed to come from her.

      "Yes," she whispered, lifting her face to his, her breath mixing with his in a tangle of temptation that gripped him with fierce need and sent sparks of fire shooting through his mind, sending flashes of awareness bursting through the fog inside his brain.

      He lifted his head sharply, staring at the males standing before him again as his mind finally was able to grasp their presence. They hadn't moved closer, and he still couldn’t see them, but as he inhaled, he recognized their scent. It was one he'd known for hundreds of years, men who had stood beside him.

      She was right. They were his allies, not enemies. Not threats. "Quinn?" His voice was so gravelly he didn't even recognize it. He struggled with the name, trying to place it, desperate to get his mind working again. "Didn't I kill you?" He was sure he had. He could still remember the anguish that had torn through him as he'd watched his throwing star hurtle through the air and slam into Quinn's neck, his torment as he slashed Quinn's arm and stole his weapon. "Shit⁠—"

      "Hell, no, man. You didn't kill me." There was a snort, and then the shadowed figure moved closer, and Elijah couldn't help but tense.

      Quinn stopped just far enough away to give Elijah the space he had to have. "I'm way too tough for you to take out. But fuck, you keep talking like you're sane, and I'll let you shove that throwing star of yours into the back of my neck anytime you want."

      Elijah shifted his weight and held up his hand. Without a word passing between them, Quinn clasped his hand, and Elijah felt the strength of his friend's grasp. To his shock he felt tears fill his eyes. "You're alive. I thought—" He swallowed his words, trying to focus, trying to remember, trying to understand. Was he wrong? Had he imagined killing Quinn? What was real, the man standing before him, or the death Elijah could still feel so vividly? "I don't understand."

      Quinn's grip was tight on his, and he crouched before Elijah, putting himself in a vulnerable position, the actions of a friend. "Let it go, man." His voice was low. "You didn't kill me, and it wasn't your fault."

      The nightmares had haunted Elijah. Of Quinn's body, of the trainees... Elijah gagged, suddenly remembering all the youth that had been with Quinn that night. Their bodies, strewn across the forest floor, all of them dead, by his hand. "Jesus, I slaughtered them all, didn't I? It really happened."

      "Doesn't matter. You were under the control of a powerful Illusionist who is now dead. It's the past," Quinn said firmly. "Let it go. You're the one in bad shape now. Worry about yourself."

      "Fuck that, it matters." Jesus, it was true. He'd killed them all. Which of the other images in his mind were real? Had he⁠—

      Elijah froze when the other shadowed figure approached. He squinted, trying to get a read on who it was, but he couldn't fucking see. Couldn't get a read on him⁠—

      The male was even larger than Quinn. In all black. "It's me, Gideon," the dark stranger said. "You remember me? Blood brothers for five hundred years and all that shit?"

      "Gideon?" Elijah repeated the name, trying to remember, trying to cull back the swirling blackness in his mind.

      The female beneath him shifted, wrapping her legs around his hips so he could sink between her thighs, stilling the panic that had started to build. Elijah's mind cleared even more as he slid his hand along her bare arm. Again, her touch gave his mind peace, and he suddenly knew who was standing before him, even though he still couldn't see, couldn't get his eyes to work. "Yeah. Yeah, I remember." He remembered fighting with Gideon. Trying to kill him. He swore. "Sorry."

      Gideon kneeled beside him, the faint outline of his face only a few feet from Elijah's. "Yeah, be sorry. I'll beat the crap out of you as soon as you're tough enough to take it."

      The rough teasing made Elijah pulse with fear, not for him, but for them, for their safety. These were warriors who deserved to live. He realized his friends forgave him...but fuck. They had no idea what they were dealing with anymore. But Elijah knew...he swore and felt fear begin to nip at his mind, knew the demons were circling...

      Elijah dropped his head, pressing his face into the thick tresses of the female still wrapped around him, instinctively knowing that touching her would help clear his mind. She would help chase away the hell...he knew he had to keep the demons at bay...knew his friends wouldn't be safe if the demons came back...

      Her hair smelled like respite and peace, like beauty and freedom. He liked it. It was right.

      The female. His. He knew it, but he couldn't remember. He knew her...but how? "You're mine." It was a statement, a truth he knew deep in his gut.

      He could see the slant of her head and knew she was looking at him, even if he couldn't see her face clearly. But he felt her tension the moment he spoke. "Technically, yes, on some level." Her words were careful, and they pulsed in his mind, familiar. "But we're not going there, so don't worry about it."

      "Don't worry about it…" He stared at her, and suddenly he understood what she hadn't said. Dread hit him hard, and he grabbed her wrist and pulled her arm in front of him. He couldn't see clearly enough, but he laid his hand over her forearm. Her skin pulsed with heat, and he knew. He swore with regret even as rightness and possession beat through him. She was his. Forever. Always. Yes. "You carry my mark."

      Reality came crashing down on him, the brutal truth of what his brand on her arm meant. She was his sheva, and they'd already begun to cement the bond. She was in as much danger from him as his friends, more even, and yet Elijah owed her the greatest protection of all. He didn't just owe her, his need to keep her safe raged inside him with a fierceness beyond anything he'd ever felt before.

      He had to get himself away from all of them. Had to protect them from what he was, from what was haunting him. Must keep them safe. He tried to shove to his feet, and she wrapped herself around him and came with him. "No, Elijah! Not yet," she said. "You need me to touch you⁠—"

      His legs gave out, and he fell back down, his body too battered to hold himself up. He tried to crawl, tried to drag himself across the floor. Anything to get away from them. But still she clung to him, refusing to allow him to give her the room to escape from him. Her body was warm against his. God, he wanted to stop, to fall into what she offered. Couldn't. Had to get her away from him. The demons were too strong this time. She wouldn't be able to keep them at bay. He would kill her. "Let go," he growled. "Get away from me."
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