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Chapter One

 

The problem isn’t the concept. It’s the execution. Tars gripped the cool metal rail and lifted his chin so the ocean breeze blew his hair off his face. The salty sting in his nostrils, the glimmer of sunshine on the water, brought a familiar ache to his chest even as the rhythm and energy opened his mind and stimulated his creativity. 

An organization built by extraordinary people, brought together to combine their abilities and do fantastic things. To save lives. Well, it wasn’t even a fresh concept. No one could fault the base idea. The coercion, captivity, experimentation, and murder—those were the problematic parts.

“No way!” Kids crowded to the rail next to him, breaking the spell. Footfalls pounded the weathered wooden boards of the deck outside the small aquarium that was today’s field trip. They jockeyed for position, each one craning and squeezing to see the ocean for the first time. One small girl slipped her hand into his. He cradled the fragile fingers carefully, his throat tightening a little at her show of trust. She had to crouch to look under the rail because she couldn’t see over it. One of the bigger boys pushed his way in, and the kid he’d shoved knocked into Chiara.

“Klipper.”

The boy side-eyed him. “Sorry.”

“It’s all right.” Tars knew they were all just excited. None of them had been to the beach before, despite living only two hours inland. He’d traveled the world so easily for so long, it humbled him when he met those who were far more limited.

“Come here.” Klipper bent and hefted Chiara into his arms so she could see better. “Look.” He pointed, far out. “I bet it’s a dolphin.”

“Reeeallly?”

Everyone oohed and squealed and then tried to act cool. With the kids occupied for the moment, Tars’ mind wandered again to the materials he’d received earlier this morning. He’d been going through channels to obtain them for quite some time, and it was hard to concentrate on what he was doing now instead of what he wanted to be doing. He’d only had time to flip through the documentation, skimming the official report summary right before leaving for this trip. The little he’d absorbed had been enough to convince him he was right. 

Pike Laurent had had some brilliant ideas. Psychopaths often did. Tars would know. Their problem was in how they chose to develop those ideas. Abducting people and holding them against their will while performing experimental science on them…who could think that was the best approach? But maybe, maybe, if he was careful and smart, he could take those ideas down the right path. Do something good that would counter the bad that had been done.

“Whoa! Blowhole!”

The shouts and increased jostling brought him back again. He didn’t want to tell the kids they’d seen a wave slapping against a rock instead of a whale breaching. Why crush their imaginations with reality? That happened far too often in their daily lives as it was.

“Mr. Suinn! Mr. Suinn! Is it time for the tour yet?”

He smiled at LaDarius. “Close. Our guide will meet us out here when she’s ready. We made good time and got here early.”

“Maaaan, why’d there hafta be no traffic?” LaDarius whined. He scoured the ground, then the handful of tables on the deck around them, his right hand flexing. “Can I go down to the sand? I need rocks.”

“No.” Tars settled his hand on the boy’s shoulder. He’d been on juvenile probation for breaking windows in an abandoned warehouse. He and his mother now lived temporarily in the Draak, a facility in south central Massachusetts that provided shelter, education, counseling, and more to those in need. The boy’s compulsive desire for something to handle, to throw, was an unfortunate coping mechanism for dealing with his father’s abuse of his mother. They were working on more productive alternatives.

“Right.” LaDarius took a deep breath and shoved his hands in his pockets, his eyelids shuttering halfway. His lips moved slightly, and Tars knew he was making a list of the Doctors and their wardrobe preferences, from Twelve backwards. Tars had never seen Doctor Who until recently, and found the show’s combination of whimsy and insight to be fascinating. The kids mostly like the cool aliens and stuff.

“Hello!” A warm, rich female voice carried over the chatter. They all turned, and Tars absorbed a kick to the stomach that he’d only felt once before, a long, long, long time ago. His vision tunneled around the woman who’d just come through the aquarium’s doors. One elegant, golden hand caught the acres of dark hair being tossed wildly by the wind. Her smile was dynamic, conveying so much in so little time. Joy at the elements that caught her up in their dance. Pleasure at the greetings offered by the kids, quickly followed by eager questions that lit her dark eyes with the passion of education. A dimple carved itself into one cheek, bringing mischief.

His heart burned and longing simultaneously weakened his limbs and filled him with power and strength. He sensed the gathering of unseen energies, fire and air swirling around him. Panic beat at the back of his mind, searing his chest, moving him back, away from the woman, until the rail stopped him. The impact against his spine jolted him back to reality. The burning was empty lungs. Moron. He could practically hear Alexa’s scathing tone in the word. Breathe.

Air swooped into him, and everything else faded to a manageable level. But it didn’t disappear. Panic was absolutely the right response to this reaction. Alexa Ranger—an earlier version of her, three lifetimes ago—had inspired that first kick to the stomach, sending him on a deplorably regrettable journey. He would like to believe he was no longer susceptible to such base stupidity, but he hadn’t earned that trust yet. Not from anyone else, and definitely not from himself.

Run.

But he couldn’t move. The woman had crossed the deck, that smile still in place, her hair tamed into a twist over her shoulder. She wore what must be a uniform, khaki slacks and a deep blue polo with the company logo above her…uh, below her collar. Her shoes were the same shade of blue, some kind of sneaker.

“Hello,” she said again, holding out a hand. Tars shook it in a daze, but noticed a delicate silver ring bearing a light-green polished stone. It seemed to glow against the burnished copper of her skin. He managed a nod, but it must have been pitiful because her smile faded. She withdrew her hand and slipped both into her pockets.

“Are you Mr. Suinn?” A note of uncertainty had crept into her tone, but her voice was still rich, with the faintest of South American accents. Brazilian? He wasn’t certain.

“Yes, of course. My apologies.” He almost put out his hand and saved himself from looking foolish just in time. More foolish, anyway.

Her smile returned, but at half the power. “I’m Ke’an Oliviera, the assistant director here. I’ll be your guide today.”

Tars stared. No. Freaking. Way. “You’re—Ke’an Oliviera?” She wasn’t the one he’d communicated with to arrange today’s activities. He’d certainly have remembered when he read those files this morning.

Now she’d dropped all attempts at welcome hospitality. “Is something wrong?”

“No. I’m sorry. You made me think— It’s nothing. Please. Proceed.”

She narrowed her eyes but slowly turned toward the children. “Hello, everyone! Are you all excited to meet our gang?”

“Yeah!” they cheered, fists pumping upward, some of the smaller kids jumping up and down. Tars did a quick count. Fourteen. Everyone was here. He exchanged nods with the two other chaperones and helped them shush the kids and gather them closer to Ke’an so they could hear.

Ke’an Oliviera. He still couldn’t believe it. She had been one of Pike Laurent’s abductees. He’d just learned her name this morning. And now here she was, the very same day. 

He’d stopped believing in destiny, synchronicity, any kind of spiritual hand guiding the world. It had been one of the bases of his destructive obsession, after all. But then again, maybe it wasn’t her. Maybe she had a common name. Or even an uncommon one shared by two people. That would almost be a more believable coincidence than this.

He had a hard time paying attention to the tour. Ke’an engaged the kids and the chaperones alike, and though the small facility didn’t have the exciting marine life a larger aquarium would, she made the tidal pools and fish tanks out to be intriguing, fascinating worlds. But Tars’ mind was a swirl of speculation and disbelief. Part of him struggled to make sense of this meeting. Common sense insisted it was akin to traveling a thousand miles and meeting someone who lives a block away from you back home.

But beyond all that was the elements. Energies he’d denied himself for years, from which he’d cut himself off so completely that he no longer detected them even if he tried…now he sensed them all around him. Coils and eddies, heat and cool, the rare denseness of earth energy.  Even the empty pockets that indicated water energy he couldn’t manipulate. All of it was present and pulsing with life, with a suddenness that frightened him.

He followed the group into a spacious, sand-colored room filled with a central touchpool. The kids spread out around the wall, half of them already leaning out to stick their hands in the water before they’d been given permission. Tars gripped a few shoulders, tugging them back just enough to signal them to wait and listen. When everyone had settled and Ke’an had turned over the presentation to another staff member, he circled the pool to get closer to her.

“What do you think this is?” called the new tour guide.

“Starfish!” several of the kids yelled back.

“Sea star,” corrected Melina, a studious young girl who’d regaled Tars on the bus about all the things she’d looked up prior to the field trip.

“That’s right. Good job,” the tour guide said, and Melina flashed a rare smile. Tars felt his own lips curling in response. 

“We call them sea stars because they’re echinoderms rather than fish.”

Tars tuned out the lecture and stepped up behind Ke’an, who was typing something on her phone.

“Ms. Oliviera.”

She didn’t react for several seconds, not even a flinch at his voice. But he knew she’d heard him, so he waited until she finished typing and put the phone away. Then she turned, raking him with a dismissive expression he didn’t understand.

“Mr. Suinn.”

“I wanted to thank you for helping to arrange this excursion today. I’m sure you’re aware most of these children have never even seen—”

“Yes. We’re always pleased to have a chance to educate kids about marine life. My assistant did all the arranging, though, so he’s the one you should thank.”

This time it was Tars who needed a few beats before he responded. Her tone chilled, but the smooth, lightly accented notes were like music stroking into him, a sensation he’d never associated with anything but his abilities as a mage. His heart clutched, this time not with attraction, but fear. This woman was dangerous.

“I’ll be sure to share our gratitude with him, then.” He inclined his head and retreated to join his charges at the touchpool wall again.

“You okay, T?”

He looked down to find LaDarius frowning at him. “Yes, certainly. Why?”

LaDarius glanced at Tars’ fist and shrugged. “You seem mad.”

Tars released his tight hand and slid both into his trouser pockets. “I’m not mad at anyone.” But he was definitely irked. Not at Ke’an’s coldness, but at his own urge to warm it. He wanted to find out why she was dismissive of him and change her mind. Despite the fact that he’d just deemed her dangerous. She made him feel in ways he hadn’t since Alexa. And his feelings for Alexa had never been pure or real, so it stood to reason that the best thing to do was heed these as a warning.

But what about destiny? 

No. He had centuries of belief to support the notion, and only a decade or so of the opposite. But the successful businessman he’d been could make a solid case for coincidence. Small world syndrome. Logic was more powerful than the notion of fate.

What was her assistant’s name? All the phone calls and e-mails, and he couldn’t remember… Lamar. That was it. He was standing in the far corner of the room from Tars, wearing a wireless headset over his curly mop of hair and watching the kids like a careful parent.

Tars made his way around the group, smiling at the exclamations and squeals. No false boredom here, he was pleased to see. Chiara, the smallest of all the children, was pulling herself up the smooth wall of the touchpool, trying to see better. Tars spotted a stool and bent to grab it, but by the time he’d straightened, she’d breached the top and was overbalancing, one hand reaching toward a horseshoe crab. There was no time to react, but Klipper caught Chiara around the waist and swung her away from the water.

“Thank you,” he told the boy, setting the stool on the ground. Klipper lowered her feet to it, and Chiara leaned on the wall, avid and completely oblivious to what had almost happened.

“Gotta watch out for each other, right?”

“Right. Good man.” He gripped his shoulder and continued on his course. 

Lamar looked at him expectantly as he approached. “Mr. Suinn. Everything going okay?”

“Absolutely. I wanted to thank you for all your hard work. Ms. Oliviera tells me you’re responsible for all the preparations.”

He scoffed. “She always says that. I just do what she tells me to do. She loves getting groups like this here, and teaching is the favorite thing of pretty much everyone here. So it makes it like not coming to work at all.”

Tars nodded, wondering when he’d ever felt that way about anything. Maybe in the very beginning, when he’d been an apprentice mage, so long ago when he and Ryc were best friends and neither had met the peasant girl who’d bring them all so close to destruction. Alexa and Ryc had found that love, that passion again. Happiness. For the first time in the ten years since the curse had been ended, Tars felt a craving to find it for himself.

His gaze found Ke’an, making him scowl. That was ridiculous. He’d just met her. He couldn’t put that kind of weight on either of them. It was better to ignore these notions and carry on as he had done.

Lamar checked his watch and positioned the headset microphone in front of his mouth. “All right, everyone, it’s time for lunch!” His voice echoed from the speakers mounted by the ceiling corners. “And then we’ll let you meet our secret, extra-special guests. Anyone hungry?”

“Yeah!” they all cheered.

“Then follow me!”

As he had done throughout the tour, Tars counted the kids as they passed him, made eye contact with the chaperones, and brought up the rear as they moved from the touchpool room. They walked down a corridor dimly lit by the lights of the aquarium that made up one wall, and entered the cafeteria-style eatery. A handful of people were scattered around the tables, patrons who’d arrived since the aquarium opened for regular business. Sandwiches, apples, bags of chips, and bottles of water were distributed to Tars’ kids, who turned the room into organized chaos for a few minutes before they’d filled tables and their mouths and everything settled down again.

Tars strolled between the tables, hands clasped behind his back, and tried to focus on the kids’ behavior. But his attention kept straying to Ke’an, who consulted with her staff and then disappeared down a hallway. An overhead sign indicated it was the business offices.

Stay here. There’s no reason to go down there.

And yet, the longer he held himself back, the stronger became the urge to follow her. Not because she’d dismissed him. There had been a time long, long ago when such treatment would have affronted him. He’d endured too much to care about such pettiness anymore.

But in truth, he didn’t feel affronted. He felt…challenged. And even after a thousand years, it was something completely new.

He followed.

* * *

“So you don’t like Suinn, huh?”

Ke’an had just passed the security office when her friend called out to her. She almost kept going, but Felicity would just follow. So she backed up and leaned against the doorjamb.

“I don’t know why you’d say that.”

Felicity, who reclined in the desk chair with her feet up on the counter, gestured at the monitors displaying the security feeds of their small facility. They couldn’t afford a real security staff, so on busy days they took turns watching the monitors for anything untoward, while their one security guard, a retired cop, circulated through the building.

“You just gave him the cold shoulder.”

“How do you know? There’s no sound on those.”

Felicity grinned. “I don’t need sound. I can read body language.” She dropped her feet. “So what’d he do, come on to you all glib and stuff?”

Actually, he’d been trying to thank her when she cut him off and dismissed him. Felicity would love hearing that, though. She would prod and dig until she got to the reason, which Ke’an didn’t want to explore.

“Well?”

“No, he was fine. I’m just busy.”

Her friend’s eyes narrowed. “No, you’re not. And you’re not rude, either, unless someone deserves it. So why does this guy deserve it?”

Ke’an sighed and dropped her folded arms. “Perhaps he doesn’t. Perhaps I simply avoid engaging in pointless conversation with rich, entitled white men.”

“Hmmm.”

“No.” She held up a hand and backed away. “Stop. You’re watching over everyone and I have a phone call to return while the tour group is eating lunch.”

“Okay. We’ll talk later. After the show.” She spun the chair to punctuate the decision, and Ke’an knew better than to argue with her. Felicity defined the word tenacious. By the end of the day, she’d know all about Pike Laurent and Ke’an’s aversion to men like him.

Not that Felicity wasn’t already familiar with Ke’an’s abduction story. They’d met at school shortly after Ke’an and the others had been freed, and it had been a prominent news story at the time. But Felicity’s curiosity had focused on Ke’an’s ability—the reason for her abduction—rather than the man who’d wanted to create a team of modified heroes using morally deplorable means.

She went into her office to return the call to the eager new supplier who required follow-ups to their follow-ups to ensure everything was satisfactory. Mildly annoyed though she was at having to leave the tour group to handle the needy rep on their schedule, it was better than the alternative.

She’d been on hold for several minutes, sorting paperwork and entering data to fill the time, when a figure appeared in her doorway. Suinn. He stood tall and straight, his hands in his trouser pockets. The cut of his suit was perfect, hugging strong-looking shoulders and emphasizing his narrow waist and long legs. He moved like a predator, with a lean, powerful grace she’d seen often in the water. His kind of shrewd observation matched the impression of a shark, in the wild or in the boardroom. He had expertly trimmed blond hair and ice-blue eyes many would describe as piercing.

They pierced her now, as if calling her out on her rudeness.

She moved the phone away from her mouth a little. “I’m on hold. Is there something I can do for you?”

He angled his head, and for a moment looked…almost shy. “I’m sorry to interrupt. I wanted to ask you about a grant—”

Ke’an held up an abrupt finger as the assistant came back on the line.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Oliviera, he’s still tied up in an unexpected meeting. He asked that we reschedule the call for later today?”

“I’m sorry, I won’t be available. There’s no need to reschedule. If you would just tell him—”

“Oh, no, he insists on speaking with you personally. Hold, please.”

Ke’an held back an exasperated sigh and looked back at Suinn. He schooled his expression, but what had rested there looked like pride. She couldn’t fathom why. “You said something about a grant?”

“Yes.” He scratched the side of his nose. “My foundation has been exploring a concept I think you might have interest in. It would be a personal matter, not in relation to your position here, but there is a grant program that you might also be interested in applying for. I’d like to discuss it with you privately. Perhaps over dinner some evening?”

“No.”

His right eyebrow went up.

“I’m sorry,” she amended, referring to her tone rather than the answer itself. “No thank you.”

“You won’t even listen to the proposal?”

“I don’t have to. The bribe tells me it won’t be something I’m interested in.”

He slid his hand back into his pocket and leaned a shoulder on the door frame, crossing his ankles. Looking like some kind of magazine model. She lowered her eyes because letting him see her sneer would be even more rude than she’d already been. Not because she actually found the pose appealing.

“Hey, Kee? Excuse me.” Felicity squeezed past Suinn, saw her boss was on the line, and settled on her heels to wait.

“Thank you for holding, Ms. Olivera. Mr. Johnson asked me to assure you he takes your business very seriously and he wants to be sure to address any concerns you may have. He offered to call you tomorrow morning before you open, if that would be a less disruptive time?”

If she had to. “Yes, thank you. Have a lovely day.”

When she hung up, Felicity gave her a thumbs-up and turned to Tars. “Hi,” she said, her eyes alight with interest. He smiled politely and straightened to shake her hand before settling back in his position, where he resumed studying Ke’an thoughtfully.

Felicity looked between them, and when neither spoke, she shrugged. “Kee, I switched with Tommy at the security station so I could help you with the BTS part of the tour. Looks like the kids are nearly done with lunch.”

“Okay. Thank you.” She stood and moved around the desk, expecting both of the others to leave ahead of her. But Suinn didn’t move. “We should return to the others,” she said.

“I’ll meet you outside the shark tank.” Felicity squeezed past Suinn again, grinning at the amount of body contact and waggling her eyebrows at Ke’an.

“Have I done something to offend you?” Suinn asked Ke’an, still blocking the exit.

She didn’t ask why he thought she was offended. She deserved the question. And he deserved an honest answer.

“Not directly.”

“Then?”

Expecting him to move, she’d gotten too close. Heat radiated off him, gentle waves that beckoned like southern waters. His scent tickled her nose, some exotic spice she couldn’t place. Forests, maybe? No doubt some expensive after shave. The urge to lean forward, to absorb more of him, shocked her enough to make her step back. Now she was annoyed with herself. She didn’t give ground to people like him. Ever.

“I have an aversion to rich, entitled men who treat philanthropy as an honor to be bestowed upon the recipients.”

To her surprise, he nodded. “Understandable.” He finally shifted to let her precede him down the hall. 

Why was it understandable? She hesitated, then headed back toward the café, aware of him walking behind her. His footfalls were barely discernible, but the swish of fabric indicated his stride. Was it simply that others had expressed similar sentiments to him? But it had sounded as if he understood her. And that just wasn’t possible.

A frisson of uncertainty went up her spine. Disquiet. Not fear, but something that warned of danger. She just wasn’t certain what kind.

They reached the group of children, already rounded up by the chaperones and slowly feeding through the private door that led to the top of the shark tank, where they’d begin the special access tour. Sharks were Felicity’s specialty, so she’d lead the talk. Ke’an joined her on the platform on the far side of the tank, scanning the group carefully. They had a protective rail to hold back the visitors, but children were unpredictable and rarely held in place without effort.

While everyone jostled into position, guarded by a couple of staff members and the group’s chaperones, Felicity stepped closer to Ke’an and muttered, “I heard what you said to Tars. It’s okay to like him, you know.”

Ke’an flushed, and heat spread through her torso. Her fingers tingled. That wasn’t fair. No one should be able to read her so well, not even her closest friend. “I don’t know him well enough to like him.”

“You don’t know him well enough to hate him, either.” She moved away and switched on her mike. “Hi, everybody, I’m Felicity, and I’m going to tell you all about our sharks. Who likes sharks?” Almost everyone’s hands shot into the air. “That’s awesome! Sharks are fascinating creatures. Our tank has nine species right now, and—”

It happened in a second and in slow motion at the same time. Chiara, the little girl who’d almost tumbled into the touchpool, had climbed on the rail to see better. The boy next to her had let go of her to raise his hand, and didn’t grab her again. She reached to count the sharks she saw swimming below her, overbalanced, and with a shriek and a splash, landed in the pool.

Screams filled the air and were cut off as the water closed over Ke’an. She’d dived as far out as possible to get to the girl with the least number of strokes. The tank swirled with disrupted wildlife. All of the shark breeds here were considered non-aggressive, but the suddenness of bodies crashing through them had stirred them up. A tail thunked Ke’an on the side of the head, and she saw Chiara get knocked sideways by an agitated nurse shark.

The girl had sunk to the bottom of the tank, propelled by momentum. Her eyes were huge and terrified, her cheeks puffed as she held her breath. Ke’an knifed through the water toward her and grabbed her by the wrist. But when she tugged, the girl didn’t move. For the first time, panic threatened to overwhelm Ke’an. She couldn’t let this girl drown.

She hadn’t drawn breath since diving in, not wanting to reveal her ability to the crowd above, but that wasn’t helping. Her body was used to this element and pushed her to breathe naturally, adding to the panic. Only seconds had passed. No one would notice or be able to see. She drew in oxygen, and immediately her body relaxed and her mind cleared. She pushed upward with her hands to lower herself through the water, and saw a tangle of kelp around the girl’s ankle.

She also saw Tars. In the chaos of the thrashing fins and tails, she hadn’t noticed him entering the tank. The fool. She tried to motion him upward, but he shook his head and did some strange, swirly movement with his hand. The water around Chiara’s head shifted, and her mouth opened. Her chest heaved, and she stared at Tars with wonderment now instead of terror.

Curses Ke’an never uttered pounded through her head. The man wasn’t just a rich, entitled jerk. He was a mage.

But whatever he’d done to help Chiara, it wouldn’t last. He dug into his trousers and removed a pocketknife, which he pulled open and handed to Ke’an. She immediately swam down to grip the kelp and slice through it, below the sole of the girl’s sneaker. Immediately, Tars propelled them to the surface. Ke’an closed the knife to avoid cutting herself or any of the sharks, and took another second to assess the creatures around her. They’d already adapted and begun to settle, though most still swam in swift circles. A leopard shark and a nurse shark eased up to her, one nudging her hip before spinning away. She sensed no blood in the water, thank goodness. Even non-aggressive animals would bite if they felt attacked. Luckily, Chiara seemed to have fallen into an open space, making them flee rather than fight.

She kicked off from the bottom of the tank and broke the surface. Chiara was already on the concrete platform, Felicity and their on-site medic bent over her. The girl coughed and said, “I’m okay” in a croaky voice. The crowd was quiet, watching, a hiss of whispers occasionally punctuating their solemn silence. The boy who’d been next to Chiara had tears on his face, as did some of the girls.

Tars was still in the water, one hand on the platform. He’d been watching Chiara when Ke’an first surfaced, but now studied her, as if assessing if she was all right. He hadn’t even stripped off his suit jacket before entering the water. He also hadn’t played the hero. What he’d done was heroic, to be certain, but he hadn’t insisted on cutting Chiara free and sending Ke’an to safety first. Which could mean anything. He might have recognized that her position was more suited for the action. Or he could have a refreshing lack of ego and protective instinct, in which case she had treated him abominably.

Or he could know about her. What she could do. His ice-blue eyes met hers, and they were intent with interest. And she knew that was it. He knew her secret.

Again, panic burst in her chest. She didn’t move, but options flung themselves through her brain. Dive and hide. Swim to the other side of the tank and escape. Shove him under the water until he couldn’t rise again.

The last thought was as frightening as anything he could do. Before she could decide what action to take, he glided through the water to her, his mouth inches from her ear.

“Please,” he said in a very low voice. “I’m not Pike Laurent. I assure you.”

“But you know him.”

He shook his head. “I know what he did. That’s all. And I knew you weren’t in danger.”

“Apparently, neither were you.” She was pleased when he registered her meaning, but not so much when he seemed lit from within for understanding it. 

“Mr. Suinn,” Lamar called from the platform. He had a hand out, his feet braced while he gripped the ladder with his other hand. “Let me help you out.”

The older man followed, and Ke’an swam after him, resigned. She was going to have to meet with him and hear what he had to say. Otherwise, he would plague her indefinitely. Perhaps she could shut him down after his curiosity was satisfied.

But first, she’d satisfy hers.


 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

After the medic declared Chiara fine, with no lasting effects, she became the hero of the group. Everyone had their own story about the incident, though the disturbance of the water’s surface would have made it difficult to see what actually happened. Ke’an prepared a report while Felicity and Lamar got a change of clothes for Chiara and Tars.

“We completed tests on the tank.” One of the crew poked his head into her office. “Everything’s fine. Nothing problematic was introduced when you all dove in.”

“Thank you.” She stood and grabbed the clipboard with the report. “Did any of the regular patrons witness what happened?” The viewing windows would have provided a spectacular view to anyone standing there or passing by.

“Tommy said the room was empty at the time, though some of the crew ran in there when they heard. It all happened so fast, though, they pretty much just saw your feet as you all came back up.”

“Okay. Thanks again.”

She found Tars with the group in the main lobby, waiting for their bus driver, who had gone off to get lunch elsewhere since he wasn’t expected to be needed for another couple of hours. Everyone had felt it was best to cut the excursion short, and the kids had only given a little bit of protest.

Tars sat on a bench with Chiara cuddled next to him, his arm tight around her as he talked with one of the chaperones. Chiara was engulfed in leggings and a hoodie that was a mile too big for her. Tars wore—Ke’an put the back of her hand to her mouth to stifle a laugh. He wore a bright green T-shirt and plaid flannel pants from the gift shop, both bearing the name of the aquarium. The pants had a shark plastered the length of his right leg.

Obviously hearing her, he turned, looked down at himself, and grinned, his eyes crinkling. His hair was still damp and now a wild mess, as if no one had thought to offer him a comb. He looked nothing like the pompous businessman she’d labeled him as.

“Is that all we had that would fit?” she asked him.

“Apparently, six-foot adult men leave behind far fewer clothing items than small children do. They didn’t have anything suitable in the lost and found. This seemed appropriate.” He scanned her from feet to head and frowned. “How do you look exactly as you did before you went in?”

“Getting wet is a semi-daily occurrence here. I keep a few changes of clothes on hand.” Her braid was still a sodden mass, heavy against her back and dampening her clean shirt, but she hadn’t had time to do more than squeeze out as much water as she could with a towel. Chiara’s little braids looked pretty dry, though. That was good.

The little girl hopped to her feet and came over to hug Ke’an’s legs. Then she tilted her head back. “Thank you for rescuing me. I’m sorry I fell in.”

“Accidents happen.” Ke’an ran her hand over the girl’s head and down her back. “You feeling okay?”

She nodded once, hard. “My arm is salty.” She let go of Ke’an to shove up the sleeve of the sweatshirt, licking her skin to demonstrate, and then flashing a gap-toothed grin. “I taste like a shark! Grrrr!”

Ke’an laughed and the girl skipped off to her friends. “I guess she’s none the worse for wear.” She sobered and fingered the papers on the clipboard. “Were her parents notified?”

Tars nodded. “Her mother. She is quite familiar with her daughter’s propensities and is glad the outcome was positive. She won’t pursue legal action.”

She hated to admit that had even been a concern. But the woman had a right, and they were a small facility. They would have had difficulty surviving a lawsuit, even one that didn’t find them liable.

“I need you to sign our incident report, please.” She held out the clipboard, hesitated, and then sat next to him. “And I supposed it’s in my best interest to meet with you to discuss…your proposals.”

Since she was so close to him, she felt the tension ease out of his body. He smiled at her again, and again her body tingled. This is such a mistake.

“That would be lovely.” He handed back the clipboard, and he’d held it in such a way as to ensure their fingers brushed. His were warm and surprisingly rough. So he didn’t pamper them and might even use them for some kind of physical work. At every turn, he defied her expectations. At some point, she was just going to have to give them all up.

The bus pulled up in the circle at the front of the building, and everyone shifted toward the door. Tars stood, but waited as Ke’an rose, too. “I must return with everyone and answer questions and address concerns.”

“Of course.”

“But I would still like to meet with you tonight. I should be able to return for a late dinner. Seven-thirty?”

“I can do that.” And it would give her time to make an investigative phone call and prepare herself. Thinking he probably wasn’t familiar with local restaurants, she said, “I’ll meet you at The Atlantic Current?” The seafood restaurant catered to adults and and had seating that allowed for quiet conversation. She didn’t want to meet privately, but the topics up for discussion—hers, at least—weren’t for other people’s ears.

“Perfect. I’ll notify you if I’m delayed.”

“That’s fine. I’ll see you then.” And then she watched the completely incongruous sight of him stepping onto the bus in his garish clothing—including a pair of lime green flip-flops—while carrying his sopping-wet suit in a gift shop bag.

However far this took them, it was guaranteed to bring surprises every step of the way.

Felicity crooked her arm around Ke’an’s elbow. “He’s a catch, you know.”

Ke’an shook her head. “What are you, seventy?”

“You’ve got to admit he’s not what you thought, right?”

“Probably.”

Her phone chimed, and she pulled away to check the text. From Lamar, it told her she had a phone call. “I’d better get back to work.”

“Dinner? I want to hear the story about why you hate rich, entitled white men.”

“You know why. Pike Laurent.” They walked together back to the office area. All seemed normal now, and Ke’an heard no gossip among the patrons about someone falling into a tank. Thank goodness.

“Okay, yeah, of course, but—”

“I have a phone call, Fee. But I’m meeting with Tars tonight, so you’ll hear all about it tomorrow.”

“Yesss.” With a fist pump, Felicity spun on her heel and went back down the hall.

Ke’an didn’t have a free moment until after closing and was afraid she would be too late, but her call to the Agency for the Registration and Protection of Extraordinary People was put right through.

“Brooklyne Harte.”

“Brook, hello. It’s Ke’an Oliviera.”

“Hi!” The woman who had been in charge of Pike’s abductees sounded happy to hear from her. “Is everything okay? We weren’t scheduled to talk until the beginning of next month.”

“Yes, of course. I’m sorry to bother you, especially at the end of the day. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to reach you.” Brook had been moved to special assignment in Seattle, but had insisted in keeping in contact with Ke’an and the others who had survived Pike’s experiments. Silas, who’d been elderly eight years ago when Pike took him, had passed away. But Joey and Celebrity were apparently doing well. Ke’an asked about them whenever she met with Brook, but had not availed herself of ARPEP’s services to the extent the younger people did. The purpose of the Association for the Registration and Protection of Extraordinary People didn’t bother her, but using them had made her feel weak at a time when she needed to learn strength.

“I’m in DC for a week of meetings. I’ll be here late tonight anyway. What’s up?”

“I wanted to ask you what you know about Tars Suinn.”

Brook hmmmed. “What do you know about him?”

“Besides the public reports of his billion-dollar enterprise and the fact that he sold it all ten years ago? Only that he is a mage.”

Silence.

“How did you learn this?”

“He dove into a shark tank to rescue a girl. I watched him surround her head with a bubble of air.”

Brook’s exhale was audible. “So it was air energy he manipulated, not fire?”

“That’s how it appeared. I didn’t see him do it, but I believe he did the same for himself before he entered the water. The interesting thing is that he didn’t show any concern for my need to breathe.”

“Oh, boy.” Paper rustled, then Ke’an heard a beep. “Nancy, can you please tell Earl I’m going to be a little while? Thanks.” A chair creaked. “Okay. So you think he knows about you.”

“He clearly does.”

“And you think we told him?”

“I’m not accusing you,” Ke’an assured her. “He’s asked me to meet with him, and I want to know all I can before I do. I don’t want him to have—”

“An unfair advantage. I understand. Let me check something.” After a couple of minutes of clattering keys, she sighed. “It looks like he petitioned to receive the facts of the Pike Laurent case through the FBI. It took a while, but a redacted file was released a couple of days ago.”

So he hadn’t just followed rumors and old legends to her new life here. He knew far more than she’d expected. “All right. What can you tell me about him?”

“Do you have a month? No, hold on. I have a better idea.” There were snicks like a text message being typed. “I’m going to have Alexa call you. She can tell you far more than I can.”

“Alexa?” She doubted Brook meant the barista at Ke’an’s local Starbucks. “Alexa Ranger? Your sister-in-law?”

“Yeah. She and Tars go way back. Wayyyy back.” Her phone chimed. “Okay, good, she’ll call you in a couple of minutes. And then you just let me know if you need anything else from me, okay?”

“Sure. Thank you so much, Brook.”

“Of course. Any time. Thanks for reaching out.”

Ke’an checked her watch after she hung up. She had to leave if she was going to have time to go home and change before meeting Tars. She should get to the car before Alexa called.

Alexa Ranger. She hadn’t thought of the woman in years. She and her cousin Samantha had led the team that rescued Ke’an and Pike’s other candidates, but they hadn’t had any reason to interact after that. Samantha could fly, but she wasn’t sure if Alexa had any powers.

As she left the parking lot a few minutes later, her phone rang. She answered it with the car’s hands-free system.

“Hello, Ke’an, it’s Alexa Ranger. I understand you have some questions about Tars Suinn.”

Straight to the point. She liked that. “Yes. You know him well?”

“You could say that. How did you meet him?”

She sounded wary. “I run an aquarium in Rhode Island. He brought a group of disadvantaged children to visit today. They’re from the Draak?” She wasn’t sure Alexa would be familiar with the facility.

“Did you say draak? Like, with two A’s?”

“Yes.”

“That’s Dutch for dragon. Is this a company he owns?”

It didn’t sound like Alexa knew much about Tars Suinn after all. “You know the word dragon in Dutch?”

“I know the word dragon in any language, thanks to Tars.” Her tone was wry. “But he hasn’t used that one before.”

“My understanding is that the Draak is a shelter and educational facility. He founded it, but it is not a business.”

“Interesting.” She sounded pleased. “I haven’t been paying enough attention lately.”

“I thought you would have information for me.” 

“I do. It’s more of the backstory variety.”

“Backstory?”

“About Tars being a mage.”

“Ah.” Yes, this was what she wanted to hear.

“Tars and I have a long history. You might not believe some of it.”

“You would be surprised at the openness of my mind.”

Alexa laughed. “Okay. I knew him over a thousand years ago. He was a mage then, and wanted me, a peasant girl. But I fell in love with his best friend, a lord’s son, instead. So he cursed us. The lord became a dragon. Tars and I kept dying and being reborn. He kept his memories and his ability to manipulate elemental energy. I didn’t always, but eventually the dragon brought me up to speed, and we’d try to break the curse or kill Tars, and it always ended badly. Until about ten years ago, when we fought him again but this time convinced him, somehow, to give up. Or give in. We lifted the curse and he sold everything and became a hermit in Scotland for a while.”

Ke’an tried to process the rapid rundown. Alexa waited patiently, the open line hissing a little. Rain splattered the windshield, and Ke’an turned on her wipers, trying to focus past them on the traffic ahead of her and not let them hypnotize her into imagining the past Alexa described. A man cursed to be a dragon…such a fantastical tale, and yet, hadn’t she encountered many fantastical things throughout her lifetime? Wasn’t she one herself? Still, a massive, winged creature, apparently immortal if it had remained in that state for centuries, couldn’t possibly exist. 

Something niggled at her, though. A name. Dragon in any language. Dreugan, perhaps? One of the men on the rescue team was named Ryc Dreugan. Everything about that time was fixed in her memory, because her whole life had pivoted around it. Dreugan must be another word for dragon. And he was married to Alexa Ranger, was he not?

“It doesn’t sound as if Tars Suinn is a trustworthy man,” she finally said.

“I wouldn’t say that. We’ve kept in touch. His sister, who has no powers, is a million times worse than he is. He really seems to have changed. At least, we haven’t caught him doing anything bad in the last ten years, and he’s been watched carefully.”

“Yet you don’t know of his recent activities.”

“After a while I stopped worrying. I have a life to live, and he hasn’t given me any ammunition for concern.”

“Okay.” She had ten more minutes before she got home and wanted to know as much as possible about him in that time. “What would you say drives him?”

Alexa coughed. “You ask the tough questions, don’t you? Well…” She seemed to think a moment. “When we were kids—in this life, I mean—he had the same obsession with me that he always had before. He tried to show off, to entice me to his side, and accidentally killed my mother.”

Ke’an gasped. “Oh.”

“Yeah, his main element is fire, but he couldn’t always control his fireballs so well.”

“That must have been horrible. I’m so sorry.” Such an incident would inevitably affect someone for the rest of their life. The question was, in what way had it affected Tars?

“Thank you. It was. It didn’t stop him from wanting me. Winning me over, being loved by me, was what drove him for most of his life. I don’t know what drives him now, honestly. I can speculate, but even though we’ve communicated and I’ve watched his activities, I don’t know him like that.”

“What did he do after your rejection? What caused him to give up?”

“Give in.”

“What?”

“He didn’t give up so much as give in. He saw how much Ryc and I loved each other, what we were willing to do to be together, and he realized he couldn’t interfere with that any more. And honestly? I think he knew it all along. He had to have built our love into the curse, because that was the only thing that could break it. So…he’s a romantic?”

“That’s one way to put it.” She reeled, trying to apply all of this to the man she’d met today. Who’d shown such care and strength with the children and been willing to risk himself to save Chiara. “Fire,” she mused, almost forgetting Alexa was still on the line.

“Yeah, all mages have one of the four elements as their main affinity, and the opposite element is like poison to them. Tars can use earth and air, but water is like acid. He’s strongest with fire.”

“He used air today. To save a girl from drowning.”

“Really?”

“Yes, and he did not use it on me while I was in the water. I believe he knows about me. About Pike Laurent and his plans.”

“Oh. Hm. Brook told me he’d obtained that file. You have a meeting with Tars tonight?”

“Yes. He said he had a proposal for me personally, with a grant possibility for the aquarium. Is he manipulating me?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. He did put massive amounts of his money into charities and foundations. Most of them have an educational focus, so that fits. But what he wants with you? I have no idea.”

“How much care do I need to take? We’re meeting at a restaurant.”

“I doubt he means you harm, Ke’an. Honestly. He never really sought to harm anyone but Ryc and me, and even then, that wasn’t his goal. He’s just…”

Lonely.

She didn’t know why that word automatically filled the blank, but she knew it to be true. It should have inspired pity or even disgust. Pike had wanted her because of his loneliness and pain. But instead, another dangerous spark lit inside her. If she were smart, she’d cancel the dinner and let Tars move on to another plan, another goal.

But maybe, being smart wasn’t what she needed anymore.

“Thank you, Alexa. You’ve been very helpful to me.”

“Good luck. And tell Tars I said hi. Keep my number in case you need me again.”

“I shall. Thank you.”

When she pulled into her driveway, she took a moment to save Alexa’s number to her contacts before she went inside to change. And then she stood in front of her closet, paralyzed with indecision. This wasn’t a date. There were a million factors indicating that. He’d formulated the invitation as a business proposal. His acknowledgment of her ability implied the proposal was related to it. Tars had been in love with—or at least obsessed with—another woman for centuries. Centuries. That kind of intensity didn’t just go away, as she knew from tragic experience. 

And yet, instinct told her his interest was more personal. She’d felt it, an intangible hum between them. She’d hidden behind her dislike of “men like him,” assuming she knew him because she’d read a few articles about the former owner of Dragonsoul Enterprises. If she dropped that barrier and let herself really see him, it could lead her somewhere she hadn’t been in so very long.

And then he’d rescued a little girl while assuming Ke’an was strong and capable and not in need of saving herself. Barrier—gone. Insides—trembling. Closet—one hundred percent inadequate.

She hadn’t gone on a date or even entertained the idea of one since Danny died. It wasn’t an unusual story, not the beginning of it. She had her degree and her first job, working for a marine research facility. She and Danny were newly engaged and incredibly happy. And then a freak storm just off the coast had swamped their boat. Everyone had been lost except Ke’an. Her ability to breathe underwater had allowed her to save herself, but the wind and waves had swept the others out of her reach, and she’d been unable to keep Danny from drowning.

Fifteen years. People said there was no timeline for grief, for moving on, but right now, she wished she’d gone down this path at least once. 

She shoved all her work clothes to the side and dug into the recesses of the closet. Didn’t women always have some special dress back here, something that was a gift from a friend or that they’d bought on a whim? Something they’d forgotten about because it was too daring to wear. But Felicity wasn’t that kind of friend. She didn’t care much more than Ke’an did about clothing. It needed to be functional and comfortable and preferably not require excursion-level shopping. 

Her knuckles bumped the wall, and the light from the bedroom landed on the only item she’d deemed worth hiding. Her “jungle clothes.” The rawhide tank and sarong had been her default clothing when Pike swept her out of the Amazon. It was her last remaining connection to that world, so she hadn’t been able to bring herself to get rid of it, despite the negative associations. 

She imagined wearing it into The Atlantic Current and laughed. This was ridiculous. She didn’t need to “look nice” for Tars Suinn, no matter what he actually wanted from her. Or what she might want from him. He was a businessman who’d invited her to a business dinner. That’s what she’d give him.

* * *

Tars sampled the white wine selected by the sommelier for their aperitif and nodded his appreciation. The ritual had served to soothe his nerves and kill some moments, though not enough because he’d been ten minutes early and Ke’an was already five minutes late.

She wasn’t coming. His history and inclusion in too many “bachelor billionaire” lists had put her off, and she’d only agreed to join him out of gratitude after the shark tank mishap. She’d changed her mind, and that was fine. It certainly wasn’t the first time that had happened to him, with regard to business. And Alexa—well, they’d made rather an epic saga out of rejection, hadn’t they?

But he couldn’t talk himself out of his disappointment, and he had to admit he’d been hoping for so much more. He rubbed his breastbone with his fingers. Funny emotion, hope. One could apparently go a full decade without its touch, and somehow recognize its pure light when it visited again.

Oh, well. He’d enjoy what was sure to be a lovely meal and tomorrow would begin to formulate a plan that did not include Ke’an. He’d only be in the position he’d been in this morning, pondering Laurent’s mission and how it could be legally and morally executed. Enlisting any particular person in the endeavor hadn’t even been on the list yet. No reason to be disappointed.

A couple entered the restaurant, laughing as they blew in on wind and rain. Things had picked up since the light sprinkle when Tars arrived. Behind them, someone closed a simple black umbrella and her dark, deep eyes met his across the room. Ke’an.

His smile stretched across his whole face. He probably looked absurd, standing there—he’d risen without thought, eager to greet her—wearing a Joker-like countenance. But he felt it fade into appreciation as she walked toward him. He didn’t understand it. She wore simple black pants and a white shirt with an elegant black cardigan. By description it sounded like an old lady’s ensemble, and by any definition it was only business casual. But the combination—or perhaps only the woman wearing the apparel—stunned him. The rich whiteness of the silk shirt set off her bronze skin and gave depth to her warm brown eyes. Her hair, now worn loose in waves past her shoulders, was only a shade or two lighter than the sweater. And the pants hugged her hips and legs in a manner that was anything but businesslike.
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