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Chapter 1


 


 


“You know, all I ever wanted was to be
normal.” Lily swiped the rain from her eyes and glared at the scene
in front of her.

They stood on the crest of a hill. All around
them, the land fell away steeply, and straight ahead, the stone
circle loomed out of the mist.

“Doesn’t seem very ambitious,” Joe said,
coming to stand beside her, his tall figure hunched against the
downpour.

“Maybe not, but they didn’t exactly encourage
us to dream big in the children’s home, and I thought—be
realistic—keep my life goals small. How the hell hard can
normal be?”

Too fucking hard, obviously.

She kicked a rock at her feet, and then
winced. Trudging up here, cold, wet, her heels rubbed raw from her
new hiking boots, she’d somehow convinced herself this whole thing
was a figment of her imagination.

No such luck.

The scene before her was familiar. She’d seen
it so many times… in her dreams.

It was official—she was a crazy lady who had
visions.

She turned to Joe. “Sorry,” she muttered.
After all, this wasn’t his fault. He’d been a real sweetie. Nor was
it his fault that beneath her shirt, the mark on her arm tingled,
reminding her of its existence. She rubbed it absently and caught
Joe’s speculative gaze before he glanced away.

“What’s the matter, Lily?” His voice was
gentle, his gray eyes worried.

“Nothing.” She gave him a bright smile. “So,
this is where you found me?”

“Yes. Hard to believe it was over twenty
years ago.”

A lifetime—her lifetime anyway.

Coming to this place had been a whim, when
the dreams had become too much, invading even her waking moments
until they were impossible to ignore. Something had told her that
the answers were back here where it had all started. Illogical—but
then nothing about her life made sense recently.

She’d never met Joe before—well, except for
the one time, but she had no memory of that—though he had sent her
a “birthday card” each year on the anniversary of the day he’d
found her. He’d sounded genuinely pleased when she’d called and
asked if they could meet.

“Will you tell me what happened?” That’s why
she was here after all. At the children’s home, they had told her
she’d been found abandoned as a baby and handed in. Nothing else.
And by the time she was old enough to ask questions, she’d seen
enough of life to accept that she probably wouldn’t like the
answers.

Joe nodded. “I was checking the sheep down in
the lower pasture when I heard some sort of explosion. I ran up
here and there you were.” He waved a hand in the direction of the
circle. “All alone, so tiny. You were naked but with this mark,
like a tattoo, wrapped around your arm. I kept thinking—why would
anyone do that to a baby?”

Why indeed?

But a faint quiver of excitement tingled in
her gut. Was this the answer to the dreams and visions? That she’d
been here before. Was it that simple? Okay, she’d been a baby. Even
so, those memories would be locked in her brain somewhere. Now they
were trying to get out. That was all. There was nothing weird or
unexplainable about what had been happening to her.

She took the last few steps, which brought
her into the lee of one of the great stones. It was slick with
rain, but warm to the touch, and she traced the swirling patterns
cut into the rock, too regular to be carved by nature. Resting her
forehead against the warmth of the stone, she allowed her fears to
drain away.

Maybe she wasn’t crazy after all. She could
go home. Forget all this and get on with her nice, normal life.

As she raised her head, she caught a glimpse
through the gap in the stones to the amphitheater beyond—also
familiar. The space was empty except for a flat table-like slab in
the center and behind that, a stone arch, as tall as the uprights.
She stepped into the circle, prickles shivering across her skin as
she passed between two of the huge pillars.

“You were lying there, on the altar stone,”
Joe said from behind her.

A faint hum filled her ears. The sound arose
from within the arch, and she walked slowly toward it.

“Do you hear that?” she asked. The hum grew
louder, more a buzzing now like a swarm of hungry bluebottles.

“Hear what?” he asked. “There’s nothing
here.”

“But there is. It’s coming from the arch. You
must be able to hear it.” It seemed impossible that he
couldn’t.

She came to a halt in front of the flat stone
and peered into the archway, to the gray sky and the standing
stones behind it. As she stared, the image wavered, a ripple
running through the view.

Her heart pounded in her chest, her whole
body rigid. Even as her feet itched to run as fast as possible in
the opposite direction, longing washed through her, an impulse to
step through the arch and find whatever was on the other side.
Taking a deep breath, she forced her feet to remain still while her
hand reached forward, fingers outstretched. Joe called out from
behind her but she ignored him. Flames flickered within the frame
of the arch. The crackle of fire filled her ears as the scent of
smoke teased her nostrils. On her right arm, the mark burned
through her skin like a brand.

The noise grew and grew until a shrill scream
crowded her head, drowning out her conscious thoughts. A jolt of
electricity slammed through her.

Then blackness.

 


 




Chapter 2


 


 


Lily didn’t know what had awoken her. She was
just glad something had.

She lay in the dark, eyes wide open,
exhausted, but unwilling to surrender to her dreams again. Her
waking moments were bad enough. Sleep was worse.

It had been the longest, crappiest two days
and nights of her life.

She’d spent them trying to convince herself
she wasn’t crazy or sick or both.

And failing totally.

After she’d blacked out at the stones, she’d
woken hours later, in a hospital bed. Poor Joe had had to carry her
down from the stones a second time. She was back home now, in her
tiny apartment in London, and she’d hoped things would go back to
normal.

No such luck.

Since her visit to the stones, her dreams had
changed and not for the better. Now they were filled with flying
and fire, and a stranger with golden eyes and a huge… She bit back
the thought. But the fact was, he wasn’t just present in her dreams
and minding his own business. He was screwing her brains out, and
she wasn’t doing a damn thing to stop him. In fact, though the
details were fuzzy, she was pretty sure her legs were wrapped tight
around his waist and her hands were gripped in his long silky
hair.

It appeared that along with her other issues
she was also frustrated as hell. She supposed it was only
expected—it had been a long time—and nothing a vibrator wouldn’t
fix.

Whenever she awoke, the hot, heavy scent of
smoke lingered in her mind. Like now. She sniffed and there it was,
stronger than ever. Wood smoke and some sort of spice—cinnamon
perhaps—dragging her back to her dream and the memory of him deep
inside her.

Weird shit or what?

Something shifted at the edge of her vision.
Her pulse spiked. Slowly, she rolled her head to the side, but
nothing else moved and she sagged into the mattress.

She was just freaked out, that was all.

Groping for the lamp beside the bed, she
clicked the switch then blinked as a circle of warm yellow light
surrounded her.

In the shadows in the corner of the room, a
dark figure stirred.

The rapid throb of her blood roared in her
ears. She pressed herself back as she gulped down a deep
breath.

He pushed himself up, away from the wall and
stepped into the light. As his golden gaze trapped hers,
recognition slammed into her. The man from her dreams, and an
unwanted heat flooded her body at the memory.

Please God let this be a dream.

Under the sheet, she pinched herself
viciously on the thigh. She didn’t wake up.

Bugger.

It looked like this time he was all too real.
Even so, her terror diminished until she could study him
objectively.

Holy crap.

He was stunning. His black hair was pulled
into a ponytail revealing a face full of hard angles and shadows,
sharp cheekbones, a mouth held in a stern line and those amber eyes
that glowed golden.

The rest of him was just as impressive. Tall,
at least six-four, and broad shouldered, his long legs encased in
black leather pants, an ankle-length leather duster coat over the
top, he looked lean and mean and dangerous. And familiar.

Something unwelcome fluttered in her belly
and she had to force herself to look away. She licked her dry lips.
“Who the hell are you?”

He remained silent, assessing her.

“And what the fuck are you doing in my
apartment?” She peered sideways, hunting for her cell phone.

“We need to talk.” His voice, dark and low,
like crushed velvet rubbed against her skin.

“Like hell we do.” She found the phone at
last and brandished it like a weapon. “You need to get out
of here before I call the cops.”

He took a step closer, his lips curling as
Lily pulled the sheet up around her neck, clutching it tight in her
fingers.

“Tell me, Lillian Palmer, why did you visit
Taryn Carnack?”

Her breath caught. She’d never heard the name
before, but she had no doubt where he meant—the standing stones.
“I—” She clamped her lips closed. What was she supposed to say—that
she’d had a dream? He’d think she was crazy. Then she could add
that she’d also had dreams about him, about the two of them
together… and he’d know she was crazy.

So she remained silent. He pursed his lips as
if considering his next move. “Get out of bed,” he said softly.

“No way.”

He reached inside his coat and pulled out a
pistol. A big one.

Lily’s heart pounded against her ribcage and
sweat broke out on her palms.

He held the gun casually, so it appeared
almost an extension of his arm, and he pointed it straight at her
head.

“Get out of bed,” he repeated.

Her eyes were glued to the little black hole
at the end of the pistol, while her mind screamed at her not to
move, as if the thin sheet covering her would somehow keep her
safe, deflect the bullets.

Her muscles locked and heat built inside her
as if she would self-combust right here in the bed.

His eyes widened. “What the fuck?”

She followed his gaze. Shit. The curtains
were on fire. Tongues of orange flame licked up the dark blue
velvet. “What have you done?” she asked.

“Me? Nothing. I didn’t do this.” His tone
held disbelief, but then his stunned expression turned to something
approaching awe. Their eyes clashed as the scent of smoke filled
her nostrils. The flames were taking hold, and a wild, unexpected
excitement gripped her.

Was she insane?

It looked that way.

“Well, do something now,” she said through
gritted teeth.

He leapt across the room, ripped the curtains
down, rolling them in a bundle to extinguish the flames. When he
turned back to her, his expression was no longer impassive. In
other circumstances, Lily might have been amused at the alarm
flaring in his face.

“You need to calm down,” he growled.

“Calm down?” Her voice held an edge of
hysteria. “No freaking way. You broke into my apartment. You’re
pointing a fucking great big gun at me, you set my room on
fire, and you want me to calm down? Are you out of your fucking
head?”

The pile of smouldering curtains burst into
fire at his feet.

“Shit!” He stamped on the flames, then
regarded her through narrowed eyes. She glared back.

“Okay, okay,” he said. “Look—I’m putting the
gun down.” He lifted the pistol to show her, and then laid it
gently on the table top. “There, no gun.”

Some of the tension drained out of her limbs,
and she took a slow, deep breath. He was right; she should calm
down and concentrate. While he had put down his weapon, he was
still far bigger and stronger than she was. But growing up in the
foster care system hadn’t taught her to be meek, nor had it taught
her to fight fair.

She just had to find an advantage.

“I didn’t come here to hurt you,” he
said.

Her gaze flashed to the gun then back to him.
“Oh, yeah?”

He remained silent for a moment, no doubt
considering his next move. Then he slanted her a smile, a slow lift
of those sensual lips, and his eyes glowed with warmth. As though
he’d turned on a switch, heat flared to life low down in her
belly.

This was so not happening. “Cut the nice guy
act—it’s not going to wash—just tell me what you want.”

He pursed his lips, and then nodded. “Show me
the mark of the dragon, Lily.”

She jerked back as though he’d hit her, and
her hand flew to her mouth.

How could he know?

Maybe he’d seen it while he was shagging her
in her dreams.

Yeah, right.

Very few people knew about the mark. She’d
learned to hide it away. But it had always been there, forever
branding her as different, in ways she could never understand. Now,
here was a stranger who knew of its existence.

She swallowed, lowered her hand. “Who are
you?”

“Show me the mark, and I’ll tell you.”

Slowly, she stripped back the sheet and rose
to her feet, tugging the thin silk nightshirt down over her
trembling legs. The cool air brushed against her, tightening her
nipples, and she shivered at the sensation.

“Come here,” he murmured.

She forced one foot in front of the other
until she stood only inches away. Breathing in, she caught his
scent, wood smoke and spice, like some long-forgotten memory. Or a
goddamn dream. Her nostrils flared and heat coiled in her belly, a
slow pulse throbbing between her thighs.

What the fuck?

His half-closed eyes glittered with
excitement as his gaze ran like fire over the soft swell of her
breasts then lingered on her right arm as though he could see
beneath the flimsy material.

“Show me.”

***

Malachite Smith hadn’t expected to find
anything to admire about the woman before him. In fact, he’d
expected to despise her.

But she was beautiful.

As she stood before him, dressed in nothing
but a silk slip, his body tightened, his dick hardening in his
pants. He shifted uncomfortably and had to remind himself of who
and what she was.

He searched her face for some trace of her
father, but there was nothing. Nor of her mother. Cara had been
small, with long black hair and a sweet face.

“Sweet” was not a word that came to mind when
he looked at Lily Palmer. Not much short of six feet tall, slender
and striking, with hair halfway down her back like a living flame
and eyes the deep green of the emeralds his people loved so
much.

She was also skittish.

It occurred to Mal that the gun might have
been an error in judgment. But he had a job to do and he couldn’t
allow himself to forget whom he was dealing with. At least until he
was sure she wasn’t already working with the Conclave.

This was too important—his people had waited
for too long. Only when this woman stood side by side with their
king, Vortigen, before the portal at Taryn Carnock, would their
waiting be over.

Nothing must prevent that.

Besides, Mal hadn’t known she could start the
fires. His gaze flickered to the charred remains of the curtains,
then back to Lily. Shit, she shouldn’t have been able to
start the fires and his mind still reeled from the
implications.

How would Vortigen take the news?

Badly, he hoped.

Her nightdress covered her arms and he could
see nothing of the mark. The silk was thin and clung to her
breasts. They were exquisite, small, but up-tilted, and his dick
twitched again. He ignored the feeling—he couldn’t afford to be
distracted.

“Please,” he said, waving a hand toward her
right shoulder.

She nodded once. Her fingers shook as she
plucked open the first button of her nightdress, then the next. She
gripped the material and slowly pulled it down to bare her arm.

A surge of adrenalin shot through his body.
He’d known she was the one, but still to see the proof before
him…

The mark was beautiful; a black dragon twined
erotically around her slender arm. Golden eyes glowed and flames
burst from its nostrils. Red tongues of fire licked upward, curving
over the smooth skin of her shoulder.

His whole body ached to reach out and touch
her. When he could hold back no longer, he took the final step. His
nostrils filled with a warm spicy scent, mingled with a hint of
fear and maybe arousal. When she didn’t move away, he lifted his
hand and stroked her arm, his fingers gliding over skin as soft as
anything he had ever felt.

At his touch, she shifted and let out a small
gasp of shock, but he couldn’t tear his gaze away from the
mark.

She moved quickly. He glanced up but already
too late.

His last thought as he fell into darkness was
that she was definitely her father’s daughter—treachery was in her
blood.

***

Lily’s whole body quaked, her breath coming
in short, sharp gasps.

Get a fucking grip.

Her fingers still clutched the handle of the
vase. The heavy stone had shattered against his skull. Was he dead?
Swallowing her fear, she peered down.

He lay still, but his chest rose and fell and
a pulse fluttered at his throat. Relieved he was alive, her wobbly
legs gave way, and she collapsed onto the bed behind her. But she
couldn’t stay here forever.

Move.

She had no clue how long he would stay out
and she needed to be gone. Quickly she pulled on panties, jeans,
and a long-sleeved T-shirt. Her gaze locked on the gun on the
bedside table and a shiver of revulsion ran through her. She picked
it up between two fingers and dropped it into her bag.

But where could she go? This had been no
random attack. He had known her name and from his reaction to the
mark, it was obvious this man had expected to see it. Hell, he’d
wanted to see it.

Who was he?

Crouching down, she studied his features.
Blood matted his dark hair, and his eyes were closed. Even so, he
was probably the most gorgeous guy she had ever come across. She’d
always believed herself immune to the pull of male attraction, but
now she couldn’t resist the impulse to reach down and run her
finger along the hard planes of his face. His skin was hot to the
touch, and a shock ran through her. Snatching back her hand, she
stood. She had to go, but she couldn’t risk involving anyone she
knew in this mess.

That left the cops.

She hated to involve the police. Having spent
much of her youth running wild on the streets of London, she’d
developed an issue with authority figures and avoided them whenever
possible. Even now. But what was the alternative? She took her cell
phone from her bag and dialed the emergency number.

“A man broke into my apartment,” she told the
woman who answered. She gave a brief description of him, then her
name and address. “I won’t be here,” she said when she was told
someone would be there soon. “I can’t stay here. He’s unconscious—I
hit him—but I don’t know for how long.” After giving her cell
number, she cut the connection.

Time to get the hell out of there.

She took the stairs at a run, down the eleven
flights, only pausing at the door to the street. Outside, the light
was dim and she stood motionless as her eyes adjusted. She didn’t
want to leave the shelter of the doorway.

“Don’t be such a wimp,” she muttered.

Pushing open the door, she slipped through
and headed to where her car was parked fifty feet down the
street.

The skin down her spine prickled, and she
turned quickly, but there was nothing there. No bad guys. Well,
apart from the unconscious one in her apartment. But what if he had
a partner waiting for her?

She was being paranoid. Still, her hands
trembled as she unlocked the car.

“Lily Palmer?”

She whirled around. Two men stood in the glow
of the streetlights. Where had they come from? It was way too soon
for the police. Besides, they didn’t look like any cops she’d ever
met. Both were blond, around her height, with pale grey eyes,
almost colorless in the artificial light. Something about them made
her skin crawl. Her eyes searched the street behind them, but they
were alone.

Swallowing the lump of fear in her throat,
she nodded slowly. “Who are you?” she said. “What do you want?”

“My name’s Stark. Let’s just say we’re
colleagues of your father.”

She stumbled back, coming up against the side
of her car. “My father? You know my father? I don’t
understand.”

“Just come with us and we’ll explain
everything.”

No freaking way.

When she hesitated, the man reached down and
drew a gun from the holster at his side, the barrel extended with
what she recognized from the movies as a silencer. Lily went
instantly still. Her pulse picked up.

Again.

“I promise, we have no intention of harming
you,” Stark said.

His tone was soothing and she didn’t want to
be soothed.

What was it about guys and guns tonight? And
why the hell would she believe that they didn’t intend harm when
they were waving one in her face?

“Yeah, right.” Her gaze flashed to the gun,
then down to where her bag hung from her shoulder. She had a gun of
her own now, but unfortunately, no way to reach it in time. And no
clue how to use it. She was an accountant, for Christ’s sake.

“Is she the one?” the second man asked,
breaking the silence.

“Let’s see, shall we?” Stark, reached across
and pushed the shoulder of her T-shirt down, revealing the
mark.

“Oh, yeah.” He grinned. “She’s the one, all
right.”

The touch pulled her out of her shock. “Hey,
get your fucking hands off me.”

“Don’t look so fierce. I told you we’re not
going to hurt you.”

He was still staring at her arm and suddenly
she had to ask, “The mark—what is it?”

He shrugged. “It’s the mark of the Dragon
Princess.”

“Who’s the Dragon Princess, and why do I have
her mark? And what’s it to do with my father? Who is my father, and
how do you know him?” She couldn’t get the questions out fast
enough.

He rolled his eyes. “Enough. We’re going to
take you to someone who will answer your questions.”

“Take me? Take me where?” She stared from one
man to the other. “I don’t think so,” she said slowly. “I’m not
going anywhere with you.”

“Stark,” the second man said. “We have
company.”

A police patrol car rolled slowly down the
street.

Hallelujah!

She almost punched the air. The cavalry, and
about time. She’d never been so pleased to see the police in her
life. She opened her mouth to yell, as Stark pushed her back
against the car and jammed his free hand over her mouth.

The car pulled up outside Lily’s building and
two uniformed officers climbed out. They glanced their way and Lily
struggled to free herself.

“Shit,” Stark said through gritted teeth.
“Stay still.”

She sank her teeth into the hand over her
mouth and Stark swore. But the policemen were looking their way
now. She kicked out, ramming her heel into Stark’s knee.

Down the street, a trash can burst into
flames.

Lily hardly noticed, all her attention
focused on getting free. Hands grasped her shoulder from behind,
fingers digging into the soft flesh of her arm. She fought, kicking
out, clawing at his face, vaguely aware of the police running over.
Then the soft pop of a silenced pistol. More fires jumped to life
around them. Something pricked her skin, and then…nothing.

 


 




Chapter 3


 


 


Mal swallowed the last of his beer, put the
glass down on the bar, and rubbed the back of his head. An hour
later, the wound had almost healed, but he couldn’t believe he’d
let down his guard. He should have remembered who her father was.
But then, the dragon princesses he’d known in the past would never
have had the balls to take a vase to his head.

A goddamn vase. He almost chuckled.

How would Vortigen take to a princess with
balls?

Again—badly, he hoped.

He had a hunch things weren’t going to go as
smoothly as the King expected. Mal couldn’t be sorry. But first, he
had to find her. He took out his cell phone and punched in a
number. “Detective Cole?”

“Yeah. Is that you, Mal? What the hell are
you doing calling at this hour?”

“If I give you a cell phone number can you
trace the owner?”

“I’m off duty.”

“Come on, Cole. It’s important.”

A huge sigh heaved down the phone line.
“Okay. What’s the number?”

Mal reeled it off.

“I’ll call as soon as I have anything.”

He put the phone down, waved over the
bartender, and ordered another beer. Ten minutes later, his cell
rang.

“Mal? It’s Cole. Where are you?”

“Why?”

“Be a pal and answer the question.”

Mal shrugged. “I’m in a bar, The Dragon’s
Breath, off Oxford Street.”

“I know the place. How long have you been
there?”

“Half an hour. Why? What’s this about?”

Cole ignored the question. “You have
witnesses? Never mind, wait for me. I’ll be there in fifteen
minutes. Do not leave.” He cut the connection, and Mal
stared at the phone.

Something was up.

Something related to Lily Palmer.

Cole’s tall figure strode through the door
exactly fifteen minutes later. Even if you didn’t know he was a
cop, you would have guessed. He had that look about him—formal but
scruffy, in a crumpled gray suit, as though the intention was there
but the follow-through was too much effort. Coming to a halt by the
bar, he examined Mal carefully, his heavy brows drawing together.
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get a table.” Not waiting for an answer,
he headed to one of the alcoves that lined the back wall and sank
down onto the bench seat.

Mal sat opposite. “Did you get the
information I asked for?”

“The number you gave me,” Cole said, “did it
belong to a Lily Palmer?”

“So?”

“The Lily Palmer who phoned in an emergency
call just over an hour ago?”

“Could be.”

“The thing is, this Lily Palmer told us she
had left an unconscious man on her apartment floor.”

Mal remained silent.

“She’d apparently hit him over the head with
a blunt object.”

“Could we get to the point?”

“She hit him over the head after he broke
into her bedroom and pulled a gun on her. Kinky, huh? Anyway, thing
is, the description she gave was spot on for you. I might not have
made the connection, though it’s unlikely—it was pretty accurate.
Then out of the blue, you phone and ask me to trace her.” He sat
back and folded his arms across his chest. “What’s going on?”

Mal raised one eyebrow. “Do I look like
someone just hit me over the head?”

“No. That struck me straight away. Maybe she
didn’t hit you as hard as she thought.” He stood up. “May I?”

“I’d rather you didn’t.” But he leaned over
and allowed the other man to run his hand over his scalp. Cole
wouldn’t find anything—Mal’s kind healed fast.

The detective sat back down, shaking his
head. “I was so sure—”

“What? You were so sure I was the kind of guy
who would break into a stranger’s bedroom and hold her at gunpoint?
What else was I supposed to do?” he asked coldly. “Rape her, then
put a bullet in her head?”

“I hadn’t thought that far. But you have to
concede it’s a big coincidence.”

“So, you accept it is a coincidence. Do I get
my information now?”

“The thing is, buddy, that’s not all.”

A cold feeling stirred in the pit of Mal’s
stomach. She couldn’t have come to harm. She couldn’t be dead. It
would be the end of his people’s hopes. But more than that—at the
thought of all that youth and beauty extinguished, a fierce
unexpected pain stabbed him deep inside.

He forced himself to relax. No one else knew
of her existence yet, and even if the Conclave did find her, they
wouldn’t kill her. Well, not straightaway. He still had time to get
her back. “Tell me what else.”

Cole sighed. “I don’t know what’s going on
here, but I trust you. We sent a unit to her apartment. They never
called in so we sent another. They found the first unit dead, in an
alley beside the house. Shot through the head, execution style.
There’s no sign of any unconscious guy in her apartment either.” He
sat back in his chair. “One of the neighbors saw some sort of fight
outside the building and gave a description of a vehicle. We’re
trying to trace it. So now, we wait. And perhaps you’ll tell me
what’s going on.”

Mal remained silent, and Cole sighed again.
“I’ll give you a few minutes to think it over. I’m getting a beer.
Want one?”

Mal shook his head—a clear mind would be good
right now. He needed the police off his back, but he also required
their cooperation. He made a call and put things in motion.

“Well?” Cole asked when he got back to the
table. “Are you going to talk? Or am I going to have to beat it out
of you?”

“Probably not necessary.” He nodded to his
cell phone. “I called my boss,” he lied. “I need clearance before I
can talk to you. He’ll get back to me in the morning. Come on, you
can trust me until then.”

Cole studied him, a line forming between his
brows, but then nodded in resignation. “I suppose. Where the hell
are they? We should have heard by now. You know this whole thing is
weird. I’ve researched this woman. She’s a fucking
accountant—squeaky clean.”

His phone rang. “Cole here.” He listened for
a minute. “I’ll be right there.”

He glanced down at the table then back up at
Mal and grinned. “We’ve picked the car up heading north out of
town. We’re on.”

***

Darkness surrounded her.

Nausea churned in her stomach, and she hurt
all over. She tried to sit up but cracked her head on something
hard. She sensed the motion beneath her, the vibration of an engine
shaking through her body. They’d locked her in the goddamn trunk,
the bastards.

What had happened? Then she remembered.
Stark…the police…that last fight with the man. The prick at her
neck.

The car picked up speed, hurling her forward
and smashing her against the back of the trunk space. She tried to
brace, scrunching herself into a ball to shield her head. If she
died here in the darkness, not knowing what this was about, she’d
be seriously pissed off.

Hysterical laughter welled up inside her, and
she pushed it back. The acrid scent of smoke prickled her nostrils
and some inner sense warned her to calm down.

Think of something else, anything else.
Think of something good.

The image of a tall dark haired man with
glowing golden eyes flickered across her brain.

That wasn’t good, just likely to piss her off
more. All the same, the smoky, masculine scent of him filled her
nostrils and a vision flashed across her mind. Suddenly, she was
there with him, staring out of a car window, moving fast.

A series of loud bangs came from in front of
her.

The image vanished.

Gunshots. Then she was upside down and they
were rolling. For a long while, her brain shut down. Her muscles
tightened as she braced herself for the searing pain of a
bullet.

Then everything stopped.

***

Up ahead the black SUV swerved as the driver
lost control. It veered off the road, disappearing over the edge of
the embankment. Mal stomped on the brakes, his car skidding to a
halt. In the rear-view mirror, he could see Cole pulling up.

He leaped out of the car, then ducked down
behind the open door as bullets whizzed past his head. Cole ran up
from behind, bent double, and took cover beside him, swearing under
his breath.

Mal peered over the door. Below them, the SUV
had come to rest at the bottom of the embankment, the headlights
glaring up into his eyes so he could make out nothing else.

Other cars pulled up close by, the police
lights flashing blue in the darkness. Then the bullets stopped.

“Come on.”

He ran forward, sliding down the steep grassy
slope, but he knew what he would find.

“Where the fuck are they?” Cole yelled.

The car was empty. The driver and his
companion had vanished. “Gone.”

“What the fuck do you mean ‘gone’? Gone
where?”

Mal considered mentioning the word “magic”
but decided the time wasn’t quite right and the police detective
wasn’t quite ready.

Cole ran a hand through his dark hair and
smashed his fist into the side of the car. “There was no time for
anyone to go anywhere. We had the bastards.” Pulling his cell phone
out of his pocket, he barked in an order then thumped the side of
the car again. “They’ll set up a perimeter, but we don’t even know
who we’re looking for. This is some crazy weird shit.” He turned to
Mal, his eyes narrowed. “And you’re right in the middle of it. Are
you going to tell me what’s going on?”
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