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Winter


THE YEAR 2083 dawns in the icy shadow of winter’s crystalline wings.


Snow is falling.


Flowers have gone dormant.


And a man sleeps in an endless winter of the mind.


Does he dream? Does he remember that humans are the bridge?


A truth brought to light by Adrian Kenner, the eighteenth-century peace negotiator who ended the territorial wars that had drenched the world in changeling blood.


The Psy were thought too condescending in their belief that their telepathy and telekinesis, psychometry and foresight, made them stronger, better.


No changeling negotiator could take on the task, for they all had their alliances and enemies. A leopard would not trust a bear, a bear would not countenance being at the same table as a wolf, a wolf refused to accept an eagle’s authority . . . So many broken, splintered packs and clans, so much enmity.


Only the humans, caught in between the two violent powers and considered impartial, were trusted.


Only Adrian was trusted.


And in designing a peace accord that ended the wars, he repaid that trust a thousand times over.


But it has been more than three hundred years since that historic signing.


And people have forgotten that humans are the bridge.


Humans have forgotten.




Chapter 1




Bowen Knight: Status unknown. Location unknown. Condition as noted in final verified medical report: “Persistent comatose state. Brain functional, but no evidence or indication of increase in brain activity regardless of all measures taken.”


—Human Alliance Internal Register





KAIA HATED HOSPITALS.


The sharp antiseptic scent, the quiet beeps occasionally uttered by the machinery of life, the stark lack of color on the walls, the carpetless floors, even the perfectly blameless pale blue sheets on this particular bed—it all caused her gut to churn and air to tighten in her chest until the pain was a constant.


This patient was breathing on his own, so at least she didn’t have to listen to the quiet whisper of the apparatus that forced air in and out of the lungs.


Shh. Shh.


Such a soft sound. Such a terrible sound.


Fisting her hand just below her breastbone, she pushed in hard in an effort to dislodge the agonizing knot. “Breathe, Kaia,” she ordered. “This isn’t even a hospital.”


It was only a small clinic and it had only a single patient. A single subject.


The reminder did nothing to calm her heart or warm her skin, her breaths still shallow inhales followed by jagged exhales. She should’ve told Atalina no when her cousin asked her to step in to check the subject’s vitals and status. She should’ve pointed out that she was the cook for the entire station and had lunch to prepare. But then Atalina wouldn’t have agreed to get off her feet and have a rest despite her advanced pregnancy.


And Kaia had once been a scientist who worked alongside her cousin. She could do this simple task that Atalina did multiple times a day. It wasn’t as if Attie had asked her to titrate the subject’s medications or run complicated neurological scans. Though, if she had, Kaia was trained in both.


Becoming a cook hadn’t wiped out her years of study and experience.


It had just made her happy that she no longer had to pretend to be something—someone—that she wasn’t. She’d leave the science to the Kahananui branch of the family, and surrender to her own artistic lineage. Because while Elenise Luna had been a doctor, Iosef Luna had made his living as a lyricist. And the smallest “Lunatic” of all, their baby daughter, Kaia, had once thrown a tantrum in a toy store because she wanted the toy oven so very much.


“Procrastinating won’t get this done any faster,” she muttered under her breath before closing the short distance to the end of the bed. A complex piece of machinery, that bed featured a large computronic panel at the foot. Data about Atalina’s motionless subject glowed quietly on that panel.


It had been updated thirty seconds earlier, the bed set up for constant monitoring.


It was also programmed to alert Atalina if anything changed beyond acceptable parameters, but Kaia’s cousin was too meticulous a physician and scientist to put all her faith in technology. She did a manual check every hour except the six hours when she slept. And then, she had the feed going to an organizer beside her bed, with multiple types and levels of alerts built in.


It was a good thing her mate loved her so much.


Kaia scanned the data, saw nothing problematic. The subject was stable, but his neurological profile remained unchanged—Attie would be disappointed. The well-built male was still in as deep a comatose state as he’d been in when they’d transferred him to this facility. Technically speaking, Kaia and the others had kidnapped him—she’d been roped into the team of felons because Atalina couldn’t move that fast right now and they’d needed someone with the necessary medico-scientific expertise to safeguard the subject.


A flicker on the screen.


Frowning, she looked more closely and spotted another blip in the graph that charted the subject’s neural activity. The profile was changing at last. Though from what Kaia could see, the change was minor. Nothing that would instigate an alert to Atalina. Satisfied all was as it should be, Kaia made a couple of notes on the organizer Atalina had given her, then slipped the slim computronic device into the pocket built into her ankle-length sundress and moved to stand beside the bed.


Though that bed was designed to monitor every possible function, it remained good practice to physically check the status of a subject. After releasing the transparent “shell” around the subject’s chest and lower body—a shell that protected and monitored at the same time—she made sure the sheet that covered him was undisturbed, then placed her fingers carefully on the inside of his wrist and began the quiet mental count of his pulse.


He might be human, might be the enemy, but right now, he was her responsibility.


His skin was surprisingly warm and healthy, though it looked to have lost its natural depth of color. She wondered absently what shade it became under sunlight. A deep golden-brown? More bronzed? The tawny color of that flowering plant she’d seen in the hydrogardens when she ducked in to grab a handful of fresh herbs?


Whatever shade it became, it was currently interrupted by hundreds of tiny “bugs” hooked into his system. Strangely adorable, the dull silver objects worked to ensure that the subject’s muscles would remain strong and flexible despite his inactive state. The bugs were currently in the beta test phase but showed every sign of having surpassed their creator’s initial targets.


Should Atalina’s subject wake, he’d be capable of movement within a relatively short period.


Kaia’s eyes went to his face.


He was pretty, she supposed—though the thought made her want to scowl. Square jaw, high cheekbones, tumbled black hair that made her fingers itch to touch. And an unexpected softness to his lower lip, as if his smile would be playfully sensual. She snorted inwardly. This was not a playful man. His reputation made it clear he was one of the most ruthless humans on the planet.


His pulse jumped under her fingertips.


Snapping her eyes to the machines around them, she saw sudden, dangerous spikes appear in front of her eyes. Everywhere. “Shit.”


She broke contact with his wrist and took a single step toward the data panel to make sure it had shot an alert to Attie.


That was when Bowen Knight, Human Alliance security chief, and a pitiless man with a beautiful mouth, parted his lips and spoke.




Chapter 2




Kaia, if you don’t put Mr. Puggles in his travel box, he’ll get hurt feelings and think you don’t want him to come with us.


—Iosef Luna to his only daughter, Kaia





THE LAST THING Bo remembered was smashing through the bridge wall and into the canal, the cold Venetian water closing over his head as his heart exploded in bloody shards inside him. He’d almost been able to feel the pieces of the bullet piercing and devastating the vital organ, had known he was a dead man.


He’d said something to Lily before he died. He’d told his sister to use his brain.


Maybe he wouldn’t have said that if he’d realized he’d still be conscious while his brain was being chopped up.


“I am not chopping up your brain.”


Bo frowned . . . Could a brain frown? And why was his brain talking back to him in such a coolly affronted tone of voice? Had it gone insane while being a disembodied brain in a jar that someone was experimenting on?


“And I’m not experimenting on your brain, either!” A long pause. “Someone else, however, is experimenting on it. But Attie needs your entire living brain for research, so you’re safe from being sliced up.”


For some reason, those words—spoken in a feminine voice as lyrical as it was husky—weren’t very reassuring. Also, why was his brain suddenly replying in a woman’s voice? Was that a side effect of getting shot and dying and having your brain scooped out to be put in a jar?


He’d really thought he could trust Lily to make certain he was actually dead when his brain was put into a jar. He’d have to have a serious chat with his sister when she made it to the afterlife. If he ever made it to the afterlife himself—because if he was stuck as a brain in a jar—


His foot jerked up hard before slamming back down to the bed. The reverberation pulsed up his entire body, disrupting his train of thought and making his shoulders jerk. Wait a minute. If he had shoulders, then he couldn’t be a disembodied brain in a jar.


“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” said the female voice that held an undertone of ice.


His breath kicked hard in his chest . . . No, that was his heart. But his heart had been fatally damaged, he was sure of it. Or maybe . . .


Things had been chaotic after the shooting, his memories a jumble of shocking pain entwined with raw fear for Lily. Maybe he’d gotten it wrong. Maybe his heart hadn’t been destroyed after all.


But he knew. Bo was a security specialist; he understood weapons and he had zero doubts that what had gone into his chest had been a bullet designed to fragment and cause catastrophic damage.


Hearts didn’t regenerate from that brutal an assault.


He shouldn’t be feeling anything inside his chest, but he was, and he was having thoughts inside his head, which meant his brain hadn’t exploded, either. Was it possible the medics had him on some sort of life support?


Yet he felt too alive to be nothing but a vegetable hooked up to a machine.


He needed to open his eyes. But he couldn’t.


“Hold on a minute,” the frost-kissed female voice said. “You have tape over your eyes.”


A sliding sound, a new and breathless woman’s voice saying, “He’s awake?”


“Yes, and thinks he’s a brain in a jar. Can I take the tape off his eyes?”


“Do it. I need to monitor his vitals as he rises. It’s possible he might not make it all the way out.” More huffed breaths. “This is incredible. I never expected this response. The compound clearly works on human neural tissue far more efficiently than it does on ours.”


Bo wanted to scowl. He was right here. Could they please stop talking about him as if he couldn’t hear them? And if they weren’t human, where was he?


“I think you’re speaking Italian now,” said the one with the cool but throaty voice. “I only speak Hawaiian, Samoan, English, Japanese, and a bit of very bad Cantonese and French.”


Bo felt a whisper of movement against his face, caught the edge of a lush scent that made him draw in a deeper breath. Some kind of exotic flower . . . and sugar. Cinnamon. He liked cinnamon.


“Good to know. But don’t start thinking I’m going to bake you a cinnamon cake, Security Chief. I save that for friends.”


Bo tried to settle his brain. But he kept on being distracted by the waves of luscious scent rippling across the air. That scent had nothing to do with the otherwise astringent smell all around him.


Hospital.


It was a hospital smell he’d been ignoring. Every single person in the world probably knew that smell. Whatever antiseptic they used to clean hospitals, it seemed to be the same regardless of location. Maybe they got a bulk discount.


Flowers and cinnamon whispering across his perception again.


A tug on the skin of his face near his eyes.


“I’m sorry”—an unexpectedly gentle touch, her fingers stroking back his hair—“the tape isn’t meant to stick so hard.”


“Here,” the other woman said. “Use this to warm it up first. It’s probably stuck because I used a new roll. Christ, his vitals are insane.”


“Good or bad insane?”


“Phenomenally good.”


“Permanent?”


“Unlikely. He could come up only to dive back down.”


A sensation of warmth against his skin, then the tug again. “Keep still—moving your head’s just making it harder.”


Bo was coming to the realization that he was alive, very alive, and the woman with the gentle hands, frost-coated voice, and luscious scent appeared to be a medical technician or a doctor. If she was, her bedside manner was terrible.


“Of course you’re a critic,” was the distinctly annoyed response. “And for your information, I’m a cook. An excellent one.”


He had to be hallucinating. Why would a cook be taking medical tape off his eyes?


He also didn’t recognize either woman’s voice, and he knew every single senior medic in the Alliance, knew each and every one of the doctors to whom his grievously wounded body would’ve been taken. So where was he? Was it possible the Alliance had brought in others to help? They had allies now, friends.


“I’m going to prick your feet. It won’t hurt.” Words spoken by the woman whose voice didn’t make his skin . . . itchy.


His leg jerked seconds later. It had been a test, he realized, to see if he had sensation in his feet. Breath held, he flexed both his fingers and toes.


Everyone had their nightmares and Bowen’s was to be helpless. He’d been exactly that once, a long time ago. He’d never forget the agony of the telepath’s psychic fingers shoving into his brain while he fought helplessly against her control.


It had all ended in blood.


Hers and his.


He’d made it clear to Lily and his parents that he’d never want to be kept alive only by machines, his body and mind beyond his control. It was the most vicious horror he could imagine. But his brain seemed to be functional, and as the last of the fog flickered away, he confirmed he had no physical blank spots, no numbness.


It was odd but he could also sense hundreds of tiny objects on his skin, and it felt as if they pulsed his muscles.


The tape disappeared. “Okay,” said the cook with the smoky, bluesy voice that held an inexplicable anger, “try to open your eyes—don’t force it. They may feel heavy.”


Bo could be patient when he needed to be, but he found he didn’t have that control today. He flicked open his lashes.




Chapter 3




KL: Mal, are you sure this is safe? I know we have to let Attie run her experiment, but Hugo’s information changes things. Bowen Knight is a cold-blooded murderer and he’s targeting our people.


MR: If he doesn’t wake, all we’ve done is give Attie what she needs. If he does, then we have him under our control.


—Messages exchanged between Kaia Luna and Malachai Rhys





THE ANGRY COOK had huge brown eyes that snapped with electricity against skin of a softer brown, her long dark hair in a loose braid that had fallen over one shoulder. She’d tucked a creamy white flower behind her right ear and her features reminded him of a movie he’d once seen about a Tahitian princess. Except this woman was no princess. She was a warrior. One Bo was dead certain was fighting the compulsion to stab him.


Fingers touched his left shoulder, followed by a small press against it. “That should help clear your head.”


Bo went to say his head was fine . . . only he hadn’t sensed the other woman’s approach. And he was a security chief with supposedly hair-trigger instincts. Which meant the fog hadn’t all dissipated.


When he turned to face the medic, he saw that her white-threaded black hair was cut sharply into a bob, her body covered by a white lab coat. His mind caught on the disconnect between her hair and her face—the white strands spoke of age, but her face was unlined, her light brown skin plump with youth.


Her eyes, however, they were familiar. They reminded him of Lily’s eyes, even though the medic’s were a dark shade where Lily’s were gray. No one knew Lily’s past before two years of age, but genetic tests done as part of a routine medical check for latent diseases had put his sister’s ancestry as Eurasian. The medic also had a strangeness to her shape. As if she had a bowling ball hidden under her coat.


When the woman with the young face and odd shape held a straw to his lips, he took a draw of the cold and slightly sweet liquid within. “How long?” he asked afterward, his brain sloshing itself back together as it shook off another layer of sleep.


“You’ve been in a coma for the past eight weeks and four days. Ever since you were shot on the bridge in Venice.”


Two months.


As he struggled to accept the lost time, Bo looked right to confirm he hadn’t imagined the warrior cook with the deadly look in her eye.


There she was. Crossed arms, scowling face, and dangerous curves.


Around her was a hospital suite. Pure glowing white except for the blue sheet over his body and on the bed. All kinds of lines went from his body to various machines on either side of the bed, and the tiny things he’d sensed on his skin? That hadn’t been his imagination. Small objects of a muted silver clung to his bare arms, and he could feel them on his legs, chest, everywhere.


They looked like robotic bugs.


“Muscle trainers,” the brown-eyed cook said without warning. “It means you won’t be confined to bed because your muscles turned to noodles while you were in a coma.”


“They’re on my back, too?” He could feel the lumps now.


“Smaller version. Bed’s designed to exercise that part of your body and keep the blood circulating.” She moved to the end of the bed, touched something on the panel there. “Attie, I’ve turned off the exercise cycle. It would’ve started again in an hour.”


He became aware of a fine metallic sensation against his skull. “Am I bald?” He could swear she’d brushed back his hair, but the warmth of her fingertips on his skin could’ve been an illusion created by his sluggish mind.


It was the old-young doctor who answered. “No. I’m monitoring your neural activity through a network of fine wires placed directly against your scalp—there was no need to shave off your hair to get them into position.”


Another burst of clarity, another part of his brain roaring to full consciousness. “I need to tell Lily I’m awake.” The aftermath of the shooting would’ve devastated her. He’d put himself in the line of fire to protect her, would do so again in a heartbeat, but he knew Lily—she’d have been beating herself up over it.


Poor Lil. She didn’t understand that his choice had been selfish; Bo had seen the red dot on her forehead and felt a rush of terror such as he’d never known. The idea of burying his little sister? No, just no.


Oh, fuck. “Is she alive?” He’d been in a coma for two months—while the chips in Lily’s head and the heads of all his closest friends continued to degrade. “The others?”


“No one is dead,” the doctor confirmed. “Ashaya and Amara Aleine were able to come up with a solution that slowed the degradation, but it’s limited in scope. The person implanted after you has another two to three months.”


All of them still dying, just a little slower. It had been the Aleines who’d figured out how to create a psychic shield for human minds—a shield that protected them from telepathic coercion and violation by the Psy—but Bowen didn’t blame the two scientists for the countdown to death; he, Lily, and their closest friends and associates had chosen to be implanted over the Aleines’ objections that the chip hadn’t been fully tested.


Knowing they’d die free from psychic manipulation had been worth the risk. But their choice had a cost. It’d leave wreckage behind.


He fisted his hand. “Do my parents know what’s happening to me?”


“No. This entire operation is highly confidential.”


“Experimental?” Though it was the doctor who’d answered, his eyes went to the angry-eyed cook again.


She stared back at him in flinty silence.


Lab coat rustling, the doctor walked into his line of sight. She was rubbing her back with one hand. “Are you sure you want to talk about this now? Wouldn’t you rather get your bearings first?”


Bo began to push himself up into a sitting position, waving off her offer of help even though his muscles began to quiver almost at once.


Rolling her eyes, the cook with the body of a centerfold—fuck, where had that come from?—walked over to rearrange his pillows so he could brace his back against them.


It was only when the sheet fell to his waist that he realized he was naked under the crisp blue fabric. His skin, a fusion of his Scottish and Brazilian ancestry, was at least a couple of shades paler than normal—and covered in the silvery bugs that allowed him to move even after two months of nothingness.


The cook froze for a heartbeat before finishing with the pillows and returning to stand by the panel at the end of the bed. A whisper of cinnamon and that exotic flower lingered in her wake, the scent just light enough to be frustrating.


Clenching his jaw, he kept an eye on the sheet to make sure it wouldn’t crumple any further as he got himself positioned against the pillows. The wires flowing from his body were just long enough to permit the move, but he was breathing as if he’d run a marathon by the time he got himself into an upright seated position.


Obviously the bugs couldn’t totally ward off the effects of two months in a coma, but they’d done enough. An intensive regime calibrated to his current state of health and he’d build himself back up quickly enough. “Who are you?” he said when he could speak. “And where am I?”


“I’m Dr. Atalina Kahananui,” said the woman in the lab coat, her focus on one of the monitors beside his bed.


Bo knew he should concentrate on her, but the other woman in the room was a furious force of nature he simply could not ignore. His instincts labeled her a threat—for reasons as yet unknown, this woman saw him as the enemy. And there was something deadly about her, a subtle danger that was prickles against his skin.


Bo couldn’t tell if that was because of his current state . . . or because of the visceral physical reaction he’d had, and continued to have, toward her. “Planning to be a woman of mystery?”


A long pause, her eyes unblinking, before she folded her arms again. “Kaia. Dragged into this entire insane situation because I can’t say no to family.”


“And because you were my assistant before you decided you preferred the kitchen to the lab,” Dr. Kahananui said. “Kaia was part of the team that kidnapped you.”


Bo considered that revelation, factored in that he’d likely been in a highly guarded Alliance facility, and added in that neither woman moved like a soldier. “Did Lily help you?”


Kaia shot Dr. Kahananui a speaking glance. “His brain’s definitely working again.”


“You’re right about Lily,” the doctor said. “Your sister cares only for your well-being. We could trust her to maintain our confidence and to get us the medical files we needed.”


Yes, that was Lily. She was blood loyal to the Alliance, but her first and fiercest loyalty was to Bo. She was no politician, Lily, and she’d never learned to weigh up costs and benefits. But who was he to question her choice—had their positions been reversed, he’d have made any deal that promised to save her life.


“Where am I?” Neither woman struck him as Psy; there was too much of humanity in their expressions, their emotions—especially Kaia’s—worn as a second skin. They hadn’t recently emerged from over a century of coldly emotionless Silence.


Yet . . . they weren’t human. He knew that the same way he knew the most effective move during hand-to-hand combat, or the best strategic option in a firefight. Years of experience and trust in his gut. Both of those things sensed a simmering wildness under Kaia’s skin, as if her humanity were a coat she could shrug off at any instant.


Not Psy. Not human. Changeling.


Dr. Kahananui slipped her hands into the pockets of her lab coat. “You’re on a BlackSea installation.”




Chapter 4




Two more of our people have vanished.


—Message from BlackSea security chief Malachai Rhys to Bowen Knight





BOWEN KNIGHT SUCKED in a breath.


Kaia watched him with dogged focus, though she knew he’d reveal nothing he didn’t want to reveal. The slightly dazed—and frighteningly adorable—man who’d emerged from the coma was gone. In his place was the hard-eyed security chief of the Human Alliance.


“In that case,” he said, “I’d like to talk to Malachai Rhys.”


“Cousin Mal isn’t on station.” Kaia knew Mal had begun to build a relationship with his counterpart in the Alliance, but her cousin could be closemouthed at times. On Bowen Knight, he’d said very little—but he’d said enough that Kaia knew he was taking Hugo’s warning dead seriously. “He’s on a search for one of our vanished.”


Kaia’s beloved clan had lost and was still losing too many of their distant and most isolated people. Some of the vanished had already been found dead, while the majority had disappeared without a trace. And the man in front of her was the master of a lethal two-faced game.


“How many after Leila Savea’s return?” A razor-sharp edge in his voice.


Of course he’d mention Leila, their delicate water dancer. A human trucker had helped rescue a battered and nearly broken Leila and return her to the sea that was her home. That just meant the human in question was a man with a good heart. It said nothing about the security chief who’d been quietly building a paramilitary force behind the public front of creating a strong business network for humans.


“Three more of our people have been taken.” Kaia barely managed to keep her response civil—because one of those three was Hugo. Her friend from before they could toddle. A man with a wicked sense of humor and an addiction to poker that he kept under shaky control. Messy and bright and foolish and handsome Hugo.


Gone without a trace.


“I need to run some tests.” Atalina’s voice was deliberate, the thin beam of light she shot into Bowen Knight’s eyes as deliberate.


Her older cousin believed Kaia was allowing her emotions to get in the way of a groundbreaking scientific experiment. Kaia felt nothing but frustrated affection for Attie’s stance—that was who Attie was; for her, science came first. She couldn’t care less about Bowen Knight’s political maneuvering and ruthless stratagems.


No, that wasn’t fair. Attie cared about their lost clanmates just as much as Kaia. She’d cried tears of joy at hearing of Leila’s return, but when it came to her work, to her science, Attie shut out the world.


Right now, that was a good thing. Without this experiment to distract her, Attie would be obsessing over her pregnancy—and the bleak possibility that she might suffer another miscarriage. BlackSea’s First, their alpha, had greenlit this risky experiment because Attie had been putting such stress on herself with her anxiety.


Atalina couldn’t worry if she was preoccupied by an experiment unlike any other.


Kaia was happy for her cousin, but she couldn’t shut out reality. She couldn’t look at Bowen Knight without remembering the last words Hugo had spoken to her, without imagining her friend’s pain and horror. She wanted to shake the Alliance’s security chief and demand he tell her Hugo’s location. Because Bowen Knight was involved in the vanishings up to his neck.


Hugo had found proof.


Now Hugo was gone.


And Kaia’s body had reacted with a scalding rush of blood at the sight of Bowen Knight’s bare chest.


As Attie began to test his reflexes, Kaia dug her fingers into her biceps, the pain welcome. It reminded her not to let down her guard and begin to view the man on the bed as just a man. Her physical response to him might be uncomfortable, but it was nothing more than a function of biology. The animal that lived under her human skin was a sensual creature who reveled in skin privileges.


Yet even as she thought that, she knew she was lying to herself. The reason she was standing at the foot of the bed rather than near Atalina was that her response to an awake and aware Bowen Knight had been a violent one.


He was staring at her again.


“I’m going to test your mental acuity,” Attie said into the frozen silence before calling out the first of a number of equations. She progressed from there to complex logic puzzles presented on an organizer.


Bowen Knight completed each one without hesitation, his response times faster than the vast majority of the population. No wonder Hugo had been so terrified of him—the man’s intelligence was more lethal a threat than any bomb or gun. “It worked,” Kaia said to Attie.


“What?” The harsh demand of someone who wasn’t used to being kept in the dark. “A straight answer would be nice.”


Attie shoved her hands into the pockets of her lab coat. “The last words you said to your sister were for her to use your brain—she understood you meant for it to be used to help your people figure out a solution to the chip implanted into your brain.”


From what Attie had told Kaia, that implant was designed to block telepaths from digging into the human mind because, unlike changelings, humans had no natural shields. The chip worked. It apparently also had a very short shelf life, and when it failed, it’d take Bowen’s dangerously intelligent brain with it.


Kaia dug her fingers into her biceps again.


“You have a solution?” Bowen’s words were ragged at the edges, the first hint of humanity she’d seen in him. “I was the first implanted, but I’m not the only one.”


Taking a step back from the panel, Kaia told herself not to be taken in by his concern for his sister and the others who had the chip. How a man treated his own people didn’t necessarily translate to how he treated outsiders.


“We’re only in stage one of the experiment,” Atalina responded. “In layperson terms, a big reason for your extended coma was that the shock of the shooting threw your already degrading chip into an ever steeper decline. We’ve managed to not only halt that decline but reverse the attendant brain swelling.”


Bowen Knight was too much a strategist not to ask the next question. “Can you freeze the chip in time, so it degrades no further?”


Atalina’s gaze met Kaia’s.


“I think he can take it.” Kaia didn’t think many things scared the man in front of them.


“Take what?”


“Stage two of the experiment is intended to stabilize the chip, so that stage three can take place. Attie’s run endless computer models stopping the experiment at stage two—they all end up with the chip failing and you brain-dead in approximately three to four weeks.” That chip always kicked back in, carrying on in its fatal path until it exploded inside Bowen Knight’s brain.


Eyes as close to black as she’d ever seen on a human caught hers, his charisma potent. “What’s wrong with stage three?”


Atalina thrust her fingers through hair that had begun to show strands of white when she’d been only fifteen. Most teenagers would’ve been mortified. Attie had made the pragmatic decision to just accept the change and—quite accidentally—turned it into a fashion statement. “Stage three models all predict success in permanently stabilizing the chip.”


“But?”


“The hundred percent chance of success is paired with a ninety-five percent likelihood of severe brain damage.”


Kaia flinched inwardly. Bowen Knight was the enemy, but he was also a dynamic, intelligent creature. The idea of his eyes going dull, his mind stopping to function . . . Her gut clenched. “Not from the chip,” she told him. “It’s the compound Attie’s using. It’ll stabilize the chip, but there’s only a slim margin you’ll come out of it with the same brain function you go in with.”


“Five percent.” Bowen Knight whistled quietly. “Christ.” Those mid-night eyes locked with Kaia’s again. “Lily told you the boundaries?”


Kaia nodded. “No machines if you’re brain-dead.” She should’ve left it at that, but he had to know the truth—if she kept it from him, she was no better than the security chief who had helped steal her people. “The models don’t show you suffering brain death. Only severe brain damage.”


“Your autonomic nervous system would still function,” Atalina explained quietly. “You’d be able to breathe on your own, be able to swallow. There would be no need for machines.”


Kaia’s gaze was still locked with Bowen’s, so she saw the slow creep of horror within the living obsidian. And she suddenly understood Bowen Knight’s deepest nightmare: to be helpless against the world, his sense of self erased to leave only a hollow shell.




Chapter 5




My mind is who I am. Do not prolong my life by artificial methods should my brain suffer an insult that leaves me a flesh and blood ghost of myself.


—Living will written and signed by Bowen Knight. Witnesses: Lily Knight and Cassius Drake





HORROR CLAWED AT Bowen.


He’d christened himself in blood to protect his mind against a savage telepathic violation, had spent his adult life attempting to find a way for humanity to do the same. He’d fought so no human would ever again be turned into a mindless doll . . . but he’d forgotten that the Psy weren’t the only threat to that integral component of his self.


“I can stop the experiment right now.” Dr. Kahananui’s voice, softer and less bluntly scientific than it had been to this point.


Bo wrenched his gaze from Kaia’s, her inky pupils having flared against the brown of her irises—as if she’d seen his nightmare and understood it. “What would that mean?”


“All I have are the computer models—and I’ll be able to refine them with more data now that you’ve woken,” the doctor answered, “but to summarize, you’d have approximately a month to six weeks at full function before your chip goes into catastrophic failure.”


She checked something on a monitor. “According to models the Aleines have run during your coma, you’ll know when it begins—the migraines will be excruciating. Then will come the nosebleeds and the ocular degeneration. At which point, you can shut yourself up to die in peace, no chance of anyone disobeying your clearly stated decision to not be put on life support should you suffer brain impairment.”


Four to six weeks of life versus an entire lifetime.


But that wasn’t the real choice and never had been. “If I don’t accept the risk”—if he didn’t put his mind on the line for a meager five percent chance of success—“someone else will end up here, end up deciding to continue to stage three.” Lily or Cassius or Heenali or Ajax, maybe even scared-of-his-own-shadow-but-brave-despite-it Zeb.


When Dr. Kahananui hesitated, he looked to Kaia. He already knew she’d give him the unvarnished truth. Unraveling her folded arms, she gripped the edge of the panel at the end of his bed. “Yes. The compound is unlike anything we’ve ever seen. Models can only tell Attie so much. She needs data from a living subject.”


“Did you manufacture this compound? How much can you access?”


Dr. Atalina was the one who answered. “It’s natural, created by a deep-sea creature as part of its life cycle. We have approximately a hundred grams—”


“No, Attie.” Kaia put a hand on the doctor’s arm. “What he wants to know is how many people it could save if it works.”


“Oh.” Dr. Kahananui glanced down at the organizer she’d picked up, but he had the feeling it was more a reflex action than anything—she had the information in her head. “If it works, we have enough to stabilize every individual who already has an implant.”


Bowen’s heart shuddered. Lily, Cassius, Heenali, Zeb, Domenica, Ajax, the others, they’d all be safe. “Will you be able to get more?” The world had so many vulnerable human minds.


“No, to harvest it again anytime within the next century would be to harm the being who created it. But,” the doctor continued, “with the data from a successful experiment, I can take the first step toward attempting to replicate and manufacture the compound—it’s so complex and rare that the task is apt to take decades, maybe my entire lifetime.”


She could give him no quick answer for humanity’s desperate need, but she could save the lives of people he loved. All he had to do was risk everything that made him Bowen Knight. “Five percent is better than no chance,” he said, his voice like gravel. “Right now, we’re all on the fast highway to death.”


“What will you do if it fails?” A soft question from Kaia.


“I won’t be able to do anything,” he said flatly. “I’ll be too brain damaged.”


Her fingers clenched even tighter on the edge of the panel. Because while Dr. Kahananui might take his words at face value, Kaia was a darker creature. She understood that he’d make his choices, put contingencies in place. Cassius and he, they were bound by blood and horror. His best friend wouldn’t struggle with fulfilling Bo’s choice, wouldn’t hesitate to run a blade across his throat.


That was when Dr. Kahananui spoke. “Even if it fails,” she said, “you’ll have the compound in your brain. I’ll be able to study its interaction with your neural tissue over the years and gain critical data that could one day lead to a long-term solution.”


Bowen stared at her. She was trying to comfort him, but she’d just slammed the prison door on his personal hell, then locked it and thrown away the key. He couldn’t ask his best friend to put him out of his misery, not without stealing the chance of psychic safety from future generations.


His sister and friends would all be dead. But countless humans would still be walking around in a world where human minds were considered easy prey. And a slim chance was better than no chance.


Fuck, fuck, fuck.


“Do it,” he said. “All three stages.” For some reason, he’d looked at Kaia as he spoke . . . and he caught her slight flinch. For him? Because of him? Not that it mattered. In making this choice, he’d put himself in a purgatory where his life couldn’t go forward or backward for—“How long will it take to get to stage three?”


“Not counting today, exactly two weeks,” Dr. Kahananui answered.


His heart thudded at the ruthlessly short time frame. A man could do many things in two weeks, but he couldn’t live an entire lifetime. He couldn’t make promises, couldn’t dance with a woman under a moonlit sky and know that tomorrow and every tomorrow to come for decades, he’d wake up by her side.


And the security chief of the Human Alliance couldn’t set up a framework that would protect his people for untold years to come. But he could damn well try. His brain was working right now, and his heart was strong—


Wait.


Raising his hand, Bo spread his fingers over his chest, felt the powerful beat of that heart, sensed the life-giving rush of blood pumping through his arteries. “My heart was punctured by shrapnel. I didn’t imagine that.”


“No, you didn’t,” Dr. Kahananui said. “You went into total heart failure soon after the shooting.”


“There was nothing left,” Kaia added. “No way for the surgeons to patch you back together.”


Dr. Kahananui gasped at that instant, gripping at her belly. Bo jerked instinctively toward her, but his body wasn’t ready yet; it reacted sluggishly. Kaia, however, had her arm around the other woman. “You in labor?” It was a sharp question.


“No.” The doctor came fully upright again. “Just a muscle spasm.” She patted Kaia’s cheek when the cook with a scientist’s background made a distinctively suspicious face. “I have plans to take this baby to full term and to birth in the ocean and not even the resurrection of Bowen Knight will stop me.”


Bo looked at the heavily pregnant woman. “In the ocean? Won’t the baby drown? I know changelings don’t shift until about a year of age.” It had taken time and an excruciating amount of patience to learn that fact—changelings were remarkably insular for a people who had a reputation for being wildly affectionate.


“Maybe not all changelings are the same,” was the enigmatic response from Kaia.


Dr. Kahananui, meanwhile, was back beside him, running a scanner over his chest. “As for your heart, it’s functioning at perfect efficiency. Your primary physicians attempted to clone one, but for whatever reason, the cloning process failed multiple times.”


Bo had to concentrate to keep his attention from drifting to Kaia—it was as if he were connected to her by an invisible cord. She moved and his gaze wanted to follow. “Then what is it I have inside my chest?”


“A mechanical heart. A cutting-edge piece of tech.”


Bowen spread his fingers over his chest again . . . and realized this heart would keep on beating if the experiment failed. It’d keep his mindless body moving, keep him from dying. “I haven’t heard of this technique before,” he said in an effort to exist in the here and now rather than the unknown future.


“It’s a rare procedure because of the complexity of creating hearts and because only a single biomech company has done it successfully.” Dr. Kahananui continued to take readings as she spoke. “You’re the first living recipient of this latest and most stable version. It’s a prototype not intended for transplantation into a living subject for another two years at least, but Silver Mercant was able to cut through the red tape for you.”


Across the room, Kaia’s gaze held only ice, only distance. “You have powerful friends, Bowen Knight.”


“No,” he said after thinking through the unexpected piece of information, “it’s Lily who knows Silver.” She worked most often with the telepath in charge of EmNet—the worldwide Emergency Response Network. “This tech is Psy?”


Kaia raised an eyebrow. “Is that a problem?”


“Just a fucking irony.” After all that the Psy had done to humans, stolen from humans, after all that Bo had done to make sure a telepath could never again get into his head, he now had a piece of expensive Psy technology inside his chest. “The experiment with the compound”—he touched the side of his head—“did the Psy have a hand in suggesting that?”


Before the shooting, he’d had a meeting with Kaleb Krychek, in which the staggeringly powerful telekinetic had told Bo that the PsyNet—the psychic network the Psy needed to live—was on the verge of collapse. In another magnificent irony, it was the sustained lack of human energy in the network that had led the psychic race to the brink of disaster.


The Psy desperately needed humans. Cooperative humans.


Coercion wouldn’t work.


Mind control wouldn’t work.


Krychek needed Bo to tell humanity to trust the Psy.


Bo wasn’t heartless, but the Psy had caused too much horror for him to let his heart overrule his head. He’d asked Krychek for a specific gesture of good faith, an act done with no assumption of a return—but simply because it was the right thing to do.


“Put humans and Psy on equal footing when it comes to psychic privacy,” he’d said. “Then, maybe, we can talk.”


This might be Krychek’s response.


But Dr. Kahananui shook her head. “No, this is a purely BlackSea operation.”


Which meant the Psy might still be working on their attempt at a solution. But, even if they were, it was impossible that they’d magically come up with an answer in two short weeks. This was the throw he had to play. “Did you tell my sister about stage three?”


Again, he looked to Kaia for the answer. She understood him, would know exactly what he was asking beneath the straightforward question.


“No,” she answered. “There was no point if stage one didn’t bring you to consciousness. If it did, the choice had to be yours.”


“Don’t tell her,” Bo said, the words an order. “Lily, my parents, Cassius, none of my people can know. But especially not Lily. And if the experiment fails, you tell them I died and that you had me cremated because the compound made my body toxic. Never let them see what I become.”




Chapter 6




Lil, I got you the special holographic concert tickets you wanted. After four hours lining up in the rain. This better be the concert of the century.


—Message from Bowen Knight (17) to Lily Knight (13)





KAIA HEARD FAR too much love in Bowen Knight’s harsh demand. It wasn’t pride that made him ask to be hidden away. It was a fierce love that sought to protect his sister from the consequences of the choice she’d made to enroll Bowen in this experiment. Lily Knight might mourn her brother, but she’d die without guilt, without horror.


And Bowen’s parents would pass on never knowing their son was trapped in a living hell.


Kaia took another physical step backward.


No one had warned her that the cold and merciless security chief of the Alliance was also a protective brother and stalwart friend. No one had told her that the man building a deadly army would also be willing to walk into his darkest nightmare for a minuscule chance at giving his people an answer.


Shoulders stiff, she clenched her stomach.


Remember Hugo.


It was a brutal reminder that this same loyal and loving man had had a hand in the abduction and probable torture of her childhood friend.


Remember.


This time the reminder was older and steeped in a child’s anguish, for humans had been responsible for all the terrible losses of Kaia’s life. Bowen Knight’s people liked to think of themselves as the underdogs, but Kaia knew too well that humans could be cruel and self-serving and murderous.


“We’ll meet again for a further assessment after I’ve had time to review all current data,” Attie said to Bowen after agreeing to his stipulations about what to do should the experiment fail. “In the meantime, I assume you’d like to get out of bed?”


A curt nod. “I want to have a shower.”


“I’ll have an orderly come and assist you.”


“I’m sure I can do it myself once you unhook all these wires and tubes.”


No, Bowen Knight was not a man who’d ever be anything other than in control. Even fresh out of a coma, there was an authority to him that had Attie hesitating. Kaia stepped into the breach—her cousin was brilliant but didn’t do well with confrontation of any kind. “If you fall on your face and drown in two inches of water, it makes the entire experiment moot.”


His eyes flashed dark fire at her. “A compromise, then. I’ll get myself to the shower, but the doctor can position an orderly outside the room.”


Attie frowned. “I’ll increase the pulse on the muscle trainers.” After doing that, she took him through the mobility tests a second time around. “Hmm, you should be able to move well enough to take a short shower.” She glanced over. “Kaia, can you grab the alarm?”


Knowing exactly what her cousin wanted, Kaia stepped out of the room and made her way to the medical supplies closet inside the lab farther along the corridor. As she walked, she breathed deep. In and out. And she made herself remember.


The hazy summer nights on the beach when her papa had rocked her to sleep while her mama read her a story.


The laughter as her mama dived with her into the deep, Kaia swimming in the slipstream created by her larger body.


The delight when her papa let her fingerpaint on his big white canvas.


The stomach-aching fun at Hugo’s poker parties where they bet using toothpicks and unshelled peanuts.


All three were gone now and there was only one common denominator: humans.


Kaia wrenched open the closet to retrieve the alarm.


Attie had removed most of the wires and tubes connected to Bowen Knight’s body by the time she returned. The only ones remaining were on his arms—and Attie was currently decommissioning those one by one.


Kaia accidentally met his gaze when she entered. He broke the contact almost at once, a dark reddish flush on his cheekbones.


She nearly stumbled.


Gaze going to the connections Attie had thrown into a biohazard container, she realized this dangerous and intelligent man was embarrassed. So much so that he was still avoiding her gaze even though he’d never once looked away previously.


Kaia busied herself going over to the far wall, keeping her back to him while Attie finished. “If you decide you want a view,” she said, “put your hand on this hidden panel.” She lifted up the square cover cunningly camouflaged into the wall. Beneath was the black matrix of the panel.


“But,” she warned, “you’ll probably have an audience, so make sure you want to be seen when you open the window.” It was hard to keep a secret on Ryūjin. Everyone knew Atalina’s subject was the security chief of the Human Alliance. Some—the ones Hugo had trusted with what he’d found—were angry.


Others were as curious as a nosy pod of dolphins.


There were apt to be a few “casually” waiting around nearby right now—people would’ve noticed Attie’s rush to Bowen’s room and how long she’d been in here.


“There.” The sound of the biohazard container being shut. “You’re no longer tethered. I’ve also removed the two muscle trainers you had on your face, as your facial muscles are reading as fully mobile.”


Turning, Kaia went to hand Attie the alarm, but her cousin had picked up the biohazard container and said, “I’ll dispose of this and organize an orderly. Make sure you explain how the alarm works, Kaia.”


Kaia wasn’t prepared for the suddenness with which she found herself alone with a half-naked Bowen Knight who still had a hint of red on his cheekbones. Her fingertips tingled. She wanted to brush them across the red, soothe his discomfort.


Squelching the impulse, she held her breath and slipped the strap attached to the small personal alarm over his head. Her thumbs brushed accidentally through his hair, the soft strands sliding across her skin like a caress. And his eyes, they watched her with a focus that wasn’t as ruthless as it should’ve been.


She withdrew her hands as the flat disk of the alarm settled against his chest. “Squeeze it if you need assistance,” she told him, “and the orderly will respond. It’s waterproof so you can take it into the shower.”


He set his jaw, nodded.


And Kaia knew that despite his intelligence, he had a pride as idiotic as all six of her male cousins. “Wait—I’ll be back in three minutes.”


She was breathless by the time she returned . . . and he’d managed to swing his legs over the side of the bed in the interim, the hair-rough skin of his lower legs and thighs capturing her gaze. The edge of the blue sheet hovered far too high up those thighs, his hand fisted in it to keep it across his hips.


Skin threatening to burn, Kaia snapped her focus to his face.


He was breathing hard, his other hand braced on the bed and his head slightly lowered. She dared look down, saw that he was flexing his feet back and forth. Already checking his strength, already figuring out his capabilities, already becoming a risk to the station and all the people within it.


Her blood chilled.


“Here.” She thrust the cane toward him. “Use it. Even if you only lightly hit your head in a fall, it could ruin the experiment.”


Bowen Knight closed the fingers of his free hand over the smooth head of the cane. “What would I do without your tender care?” he said with the faint hint of a smile on his lips.


Narrowing her eyes, Kaia stepped back. He hadn’t spoken to her in a biting or harsh or even sarcastic tone. It had been . . . She didn’t know what it had been, and—she told herself—she didn’t care. “Shower cubicle is there.” She pointed out the doorway about ten feet from the bed and to the left. “Any questions?”


The ebony of his hair caught the light as he shook his head, the waves of it far too soft for this hard man.


Fingers curling into her palms, Kaia spun on her heel and headed to the door. She was about to step out when he said, “Kaia?”


She halted but didn’t look up, not trusting her body and its stunningly traitorous response when it came to the security chief of the Human Alliance.


“Thank you for the window.”




Chapter 7




SR: Did you hear Atalina’s brain is awake?


JG: Atalina’s brain is always awake, genius.


SR: Ha ha. No, doofus, the human brain she’s being all mad scientist on.


JG: Whoa! Seriously?


SR: Yeah. Wanna go look in his window?


—Messages exchanged between Scott Reineke and Jayson Greer on Ryūjin Station





THE WOMAN WITH the angry eyes and the gentle touch who, instead of reveling in his embarrassment, had turned away and given him a distraction just pulled the door shut behind herself.


Her scent, however, lingered in the room, cinnamon and a lush tropical bloom. His chest expanded on the inhale, eased on his reluctant exhale. For a heartbeat there when she’d put the alarm strap over his head, he’d caught the scent directly from her skin—it had been richer, deeper, more innately sensual.


“Focus, Bo. And not on the warrior princess who wants to fillet you.”


Leaning heavily on the cane with one hand, his other on the bed, he levered himself down to the ground. Just as well that he’d braced himself because his knees nearly crumpled. Breath harsh, he stood there for long minutes until his muscles stopped spasming. Then he stretched out his legs one at a time—and very carefully.


The muscles felt like jelly, but they held.


Regardless, it took him five long minutes to navigate his way to the shower. The air was cool against his skin—likely because he was covered in a layer of fine perspiration. As if he’d pounded the pavement for miles when he hadn’t even made it a few short feet. Bo wasn’t complaining; that he could walk at all right after coming out of a coma was a miracle.


His fingers were bone white on the head of the cane by the time he stepped inside the doorway, and his breathing had gone from uneven to flat-out ragged. Bracing his free hand against the wall, he took in the spacious area with towel railings and a narrow but tall shelf filled with amenities to his left. To the right was a short passageway that held a washbasin attached to the wall and ended in a smoked glass door.


That had to lead to the john.


As for the shower, it was straight ahead. No separate door because the floor had been designed to ensure that water would flow away from this entrance area. Shoulders in knots, fingers stiff, and his teeth tightly clenched, he walked in another step. It gave him just enough maneuvering room to shut the main door behind himself.


Once inside the shower space, he didn’t even pretend not to need the seat fitted within. Collapsing down onto it, he reached forward and managed to hook the cane to an empty towel rail, then sat back and tried to catch his breath. At this rate, the orderly would be checking on him before he’d even turned on the shower.


Bo frowned, realized it might be a good idea to wait.


Staying in place, he gently exercised his muscles group by group; the bugs seemed to work with him, as if programmed to follow a patient’s lead after that patient became active. By the time the orderly knocked on the door, he had his breath back. “I haven’t even got the water going yet, man. Give me twenty more minutes.”


“You sure you don’t need help?” The other man’s voice had a grittiness to it that hovered on the right side of too much. “Name’s KJ and I swear I’ve seen it all before. You can’t compete against a colossal squid clanmate who refused to shift into human form for treatment. Tentacle hooks and meter-long arms everywhere.”


Bo stared at the closed door even as his brain helpfully presented him with an image of an uncooperative giant cephalopod clinging to the towel rail. “I just came out of a coma, KJ. Stop trying to mess with my head.”


“I wish I were joking,” was the world-weary statement. “Asshole wrapped one of his tentacles around a bolted-in piece of furniture and used his free tentacle to push me away. I tell you, I’ve never before wanted to eat calamari, but that day, I was ready to become a goddamn calamari chef. Especially after the fucker started squirting ink at me—those assholes swim so deep their ink isn’t black. I ended up glow-in-the-fucking-dark.”


Laughter built inside Bowen’s chest, a slow-rolling wave. “You have to finish the story now. Was he high?”


“Nah, just scared of needles.”


And the laugh burst from him in a throb of aching muscles. “I don’t have tentacles,” he said after it passed, “but I’m pretty sure I can handle turning on the shower while seated.” The controls had been deliberately placed for such access. “Kaia will also brain me if I slip and knock my head, so trust me, I’ll be careful.”


KJ’s chuckle was as gritty as his voice. “All right. Just press the alarm if you need an assist back to the bed—I’ve got the receiver tucked into my ear.”


Bo heard the sound of the door to the room shutting seconds later.


Confident now that KJ wouldn’t burst in on him without warning, he took a few minutes to examine the metal bugs attached to his body—each about a quarter inch wide and twice as long, they were literally hooked into his skin. He was guessing they’d shot in fine tendrils that reached all the way down into his muscles.


Curious, he touched one of the bugs, pressed a little.


Nothing. No pain. No change in the pulse.


As for the sensor wires laid directly against his skull, Dr. Kahananui had left them in place but they were so fine he could only feel them if he rubbed his fingers directly against his scalp. The doctor had also confirmed they were waterproof, built to be put on a subject and left in place for the long term.


Satisfied he knew about all the tech currently on—and inside—his body, he activated the large square touchpad placed on the right wall. The system came online, asking him for his water temperature preference and suggesting a “comfortable” range.


Bo slid it up to this side of boiling, then pushed Go.


Blissful hot liquid poured over him, the thin needles stabbing deliciously into his scalp and skin. The last time he’d consciously felt the touch of water had been in that Venetian canal, cool dark closing over his head. He couldn’t actually remember hitting the water, but he remembered Lily’s frantic eyes and searching hands, remembered the starburst in his chest, remembered the water sliding into his mouth and into his lungs.


Not about to be held hostage to an act of violence, he raised his face deliberately to the droplets raining from the showerhead. As they sluiced away the past, running over his face and down his shoulders to his chest, his mind flashed to that semisecond when Kaia had been within touching distance, the curves of her a siren song.


His body stirred.


Shoving his hands through his hair, he shook his head to dislodge the sensory impact of her. But no matter what he did, her scent continued to haunt him. Even after he used the shampoo and soap from the dispensers on the wall, a hint of cinnamon and the luscious bite of a tropical flower lingered on his tongue.


As did the black wave of her fiercely contained rage.


Bo shut off the water with a frown. He let himself drip dry for several minutes before he leaned forward and dragged a towel from the rail. Rubbing his hair with the towel, he considered everything Kaia had said and done. She was angry with him, incredibly angry, yet she’d helped Dr. Kahananui secure Bo for the experiment.


“. . . I can’t say no to family.”


That explained her cooperation, but not her fury.


His instincts stretched awake. Bo had spent his adult life unearthing secrets and unraveling enigmas. It seemed fitting that he spend what might be his final two weeks as Bowen Knight attempting to solve the mystery that was Kaia.


His gut twisted.


And he made a decision—he wouldn’t waste the time he had and he wouldn’t focus on the ninety-five percent chance of failure. He’d live. Protect his people. Laugh with his sister and his friends. Cross swords with a cook with long dark hair and a scent that frustrated and haunted.


If Bowen Adrian Knight was to cease to exist, he’d go out on his own terms.




Chapter 8




Baby girl, while it’s just us two, let me tell you a secret. One day, you’ll start to like boys, or maybe other girls, as more than friends. When that happens, watch out for the crazy in your bloodline.


—Elenise Luna (29) to her newborn daughter, Kaia





KAIA, HER SKIN cold from the inside out, arrived back at Bowen Knight’s room to find KJ just coming out of it. “Any problems?”


The short and compact male who looked deceptively normal in terms of strength, shook his head, the reddish blond strands of his hair glinting brightly under the simulated sunlight. “In bed and out for the count.”


She quietly released a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “I’ll take over from here.” Attie needed a couple of specific scans that could be done with a handheld, but her back was killing her today.


Ordering her cousin to rest, Kaia had volunteered to return to the human who threatened to make her a traitor to herself. “I saved you a piece of pie.”


KJ pumped a fist into the air. “You’re the best!” After smacking a kiss on her cheek, the scent of the peppermint gum to which he was addicted a cool wash, he all but ran off down the corridor.


Kaia’s responsive smile faded nearly as quickly as it had appeared. Even though she knew Bowen was asleep, those penetrating eyes no danger to her, she had to take a second before she could step inside his room. The first thing she noticed was the scent of soap, the second that her cousin’s experimental subject was once again half-naked.


He’d obviously found the duffel bag she’d asked KJ to drop inside while Bowen was showering. It was Lily Knight—petite and with skin and eyes that made it clear she wasn’t Bowen’s sister by blood—who’d thrust that bag into the arms of one of the kidnapping team. “Clothes for Bo,” she’d said, her cheeks hollow and the shadows beneath her eyes bruised purple. “So he’ll have his favorite things when he wakes.”


Kaia hadn’t had the heart to let Malachai tell her they’d planned to bring Bowen and only Bowen back with them. She’d put the duffel on the stretcher and silently dared Mal to take it off. He’d just shaken his head very slightly and mouthed marshmallow heart at her while Lily was distracted saying good-bye to her brother.


Kaia would’ve decked the big smugface if she could. She did not have a marshmallow heart. It was pure cast iron with only tiny apertures for those who were her own. She didn’t care about humans or what happened to them. But Lily . . . she’d been so sad. And Kaia had stood in the other woman’s shoes once, helplessly watching two people she desperately loved slip away from her.


It had just been a momentary burst of sympathy, that’s all. “Nothing whatsoever to do with marshmallows.” Pushing the open duffel safely to the side against the wall, she made herself look at the human who’d caused her to burn a pie, she’d been so preoccupied.


He’d fallen asleep on his front, with a pair of dark gray sweatpants hanging off his hips and his black hair not so much damp as still wet. He’d also fallen asleep on instead of under the blanket she’d given KJ at the same time as the duffel. In order to get it out and make him more comfortable, she’d have to interrupt KJ’s pie eating. It might even take two orderlies to move Atalina’s subject.


Bowen Knight was a big man.


Strange, how he’d gained size after waking. As if the vital energy that burned in his blood had affected her perception. Then there were the tattoos that covered his back, the biggest a dragon in flight, one wing stretched out over his right shoulder, the other dipping lower on the left side of his back, while the creature’s sinuous tail spiraled down the right side of his back.


Kaia could feel the movement, sense the dragon’s powerful turn.


Color drenched every inch of the design, the mythical being flawlessly rendered in shades of orange, rust, and a deep bronze. It was a piece of living art and it was another thing that didn’t fit: what kind of pitiless security chief thought about fantastical creatures like dragons? It was strange, too, how well his tattoo fit on Ryūjin.


The station logo was a woodblock print of a dragon rearing to strike.


Kaia knew she shouldn’t, but she gave in to the compulsion to press up against the side of the bed and examine the lines of the tattoo more closely—only to keep becoming distracted by the silken brown of his skin. Even the muscle trainers hooked all over his back didn’t detract from the look of him.


Curls of sensation deep inside her, the creature that was her other half rubbing against her skin as it swam in inner waters.


Bowen Knight shifted.


Jumping back, Kaia stared at him. But he didn’t wake, didn’t catch her betraying Hugo and all the others. She pressed the heels of her palms to her heated cheeks in a futile effort to erase the burn before she went to the data panel and checked his stats.


He was in a deep natural sleep.


Deciding to forget about the blanket, she increased the room temperature instead. Then—teeth gritted against her disturbing response to him—she went and found a fresh towel, since the one he’d used was crumpled near where he’d abandoned his bag.


“It’s like a disease that crosses racial boundaries and is confined to the male sex—use towel, drop it,” she muttered to Hex as she began to dry the hair of the enemy.


Her pet white mouse popped his head out from the specially sewn top pocket of her apron, his tiny paws on the edge and his nose twitching with interest. When he clambered out of the pocket and down her arm to sit on Bowen’s lower back, she scowled at him. “You know you’re not supposed to do that.” For some reason, big, strong men were often scared of Hex.


What did they think he’d do? Nibble them to death?


Unrepentant, Hex curled up against Bowen’s lower spine and closed his eyes.


Ignoring her troublemaking pet for now, Kaia continued to dry the human security chief’s hair with gentle motions. She knew it was soft, with a wave in it when dry. Wet, it licked the bottom of his neck, the strands appearing longer than they did when dry. The softness of that hair was a lie, of course.


Even in sleep, Bowen Knight had a tension to his face.


“Stratagems and double crosses,” Kaia said softly, her eyes falling on the beaded wooden bracelet around her wrist that had been a gift from Hugo. “That’s what he’s dreaming about.”


She went and hung up the towel in the bathroom a short while later, then picked up the dirty one and placed it in the small laundry basket tucked at the bottom of the shelving unit that held extra towels, razors, toothbrushes, and the like.


Walking over to Atalina’s dangerous living experiment afterward, she scooped Hex’s relaxed form into her palm . . . and the back of her hand brushed the molten heat of Bowen’s back. She nearly dropped Hex. No wonder her pet liked snuggling up against the security chief’s back.
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