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        A madman. A sex cult. And world-changing genetic magick.

      

        

      
        VERITY STRANGE—Hedge Witch, Youngest Daughter of the Strange Family

        Seeing the future isn’t all it’s cracked up to be—especially when you can’t change it. Even more so when your Talent nearly kills you. I’ve searched the world for a guru—a magickal monk—who could help me tame my divination powers, but most were frauds or worse. Being young and female is precarious when you’re consorting with powerful adepts. But then I met Eliphas Storm, and everything changed...

      

        

      
        WYLDE BANE—FBI Analyst, Cult Expert

        Eliphas Storm is like any other cult leader. Never mind that he’s gathered millions of followers to his sex-magick-enhancing temples. Never mind that he’s likely the madman behind these Talent-destroying drugs. He’s all about the power to control people—people like the beautiful and naive Verity Strange—and I’m determined to take him down. I grew up in a cult, and I know just how much he could damage a woman like her. But going undercover with an uncooperative asset is a good way to get me killed. And stepping back into the world I left is dangerous in a whole different way...

      

        

      
        Wylde is intent on bringing down a charismatic cult leader. Verity is bent on proving his innocence and seducing her way into his inner circle. Together, they have to stop whoever is making the Talent-destroying drugs threatening Chicago’s magickal populace.

      

        

      
        Verity Strange is the third book in a new paranormal romantic suspense series from bestselling romance author Alisa Woods. The first three books in the series (Ever Strange, Mercy Strange, Verity Strange) follow the three Strange sisters, each powerful witches in an influential magickal family embroiled in a mysterious plot to change everything about the magickal world. Part urban fantasy, Legal Magick takes place in an alternate Chicago where High Magick returned in 1859 and is now integral in every aspect of the legal—and illegal—world. Each book is a standalone romance.
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      “A new day is dawning for magick!”

      The proclamation sent a shiver down Verity’s back. Eliphas Storm—famous monk, fantastically powerful adept, and potentially her personal savior—stood with his arms outstretched as if to embrace the multitudes who had gathered to hear him speak. He’d erected a pavilion—a temple—on a wide expanse of grass in the middle of Chicago’s Butler Field downtown, and its shiny silver dome glinted the promise of that magickal new world.

      Verity should be there—she should be standing next to Eliphas. By now, she should be part of his inner circle, not watching him on television while she hid in her apartment. But no. Eliphas would want nothing to do with her now, not after what happened at the conference. Her sister Mercy had made sure of that.

      “Six days ago,” Eliphas intoned, his bald head catching a stray sunbeam just like the temple, “the International Gen-Magick Conference ironically fulfilled the prophesy I’ve been heralding all these years. The day has arrived when magick is no longer a cruel lottery, locked up and determined by your biology, your Talents buried in your genetic code. I’ve long said the day would come when all Talents would be available to those who believed. Those whose faith could reach into the fields of chaos magick that surround us and gain every one of us the magickal abilities we deserved. The ones you were always meant to have.”

      The shiver crawled back up Verity’s spine and lifted the hairs at the base of her neck. It was true. All of it. She’d sensed this world-changing future six months ago when she’d first met Eliphas on a rocky mountainside in Tibet. He’d stood then, as now, barefoot and broad-shouldered, his open shirt revealing a muscular chest. His force-of-nature sexuality felt like a hot breath on her skin. But it wasn’t his raw, animal magnetism that drew her in—it was the vortex of chaos magick potential that swirled around him. It was a telegraph from the future that said he would be at the center of something big. She’d spent years searching the globe for a true monk, one who could pierce the veil and help her harness this terrible power she possessed, but every prophet had been a false one. All long on promises and withered in magick.

      But not Eliphas.

      His future would change the world. Her world, specifically. Their fates were entangled like lovers, frantic and hot, no telling where one ended and the other began. She could feel it… as electric and strong as any premonition she’d ever sensed. And a feeling like that always came true.

      Always.

      But somehow, everything had gone wrong. She wiped angrily at the desperate tears leaking from the corners of her eyes. The radical events of the conference—Tobin Raine announcing his gen-magick could erase Talents; the attendees losing their abilities, and then Eliphas bringing their powers back—had changed everything. Now they were in the middle of what she called an event—a swirl of time when her powers of divination were weakened as if a Bermuda Triangle had settled around her and spun her magickal compass. She could hardly tell if they were at the beginning, middle, or end of this massive storm of change Eliphas was bringing. All she knew was that he was at the center of it. And he was the only one powerful enough to tame her Talent.

      “This is a new day not just for the strong in Talent, but for the weak as well,” Eliphas was saying. “And for the simples who’ve been denied any magick at all by cruel biology. For anyone who’s felt they’ve never truly come into their powers. This is your time, my friends. Come. The Temple of Resurrection is now open with three days of consecration to make it holy. Come see what possibilities await you.”

      Three days. She had three days to figure out how to make this right. How to get Eliphas to take her back and bring her into his most private realm—

      Her door chimed.

      She squinted in the direction of the front of her apartment. It couldn’t be Eliphas, and there was literally no one else she wanted to see. Verity flicked off the screen and lightly padded across the thick carpet of her great room. The tiles of the entryway were cold on her bare feet, and she was only sloppily dressed—just a shawl thrown over her t-shirt, no bra, and a sweeping skirt she’d slept in.

      She sniffed back the last of the tears before she opened the door.

      Mercy.

      “Just give me a chance to explain—” her sister started. “Wait, are you crying?”

      “Why would I be crying?” Verity snapped. “Just because my sister betrayed me, lied to me, and accused the man I… the man that I…” How could she possibly explain what Eliphas meant to her? “You accused a man I highly respect of murder!” Her sister just stood haplessly in the doorway, her makeup surprisingly dialed down and her clothes less hostile than normal. It took Verity a moment to realize Mercy was holding… “Why did you bring Ever’s cat?” She didn’t understand why her sister was here at all—there was no way to undo the betrayal—but the presence of their older sister’s small, black cat was simply baffling.

      Mercy awkwardly lifted Salem toward her, like she was a furry peace offering. “She’s sick. Ever says you’re the only one who might be able to figure out why.”

      The cat growled, low and menacing, flicking a glare back at Mercy, whose purple-shadowed eyes went a little wider. Her sister fumbled to keep hold, but Salem launched herself out of Mercy’s arms and landed with a half sprawl on the floor. Then she hissed at Verity and stalked off, head and tail held high.

      Verity arched an eyebrow, struck speechless because the whole thing was ridiculous. She knew, of course, that Ever had managed to trap the spirit of a 17th-century witch named Madeline Bequillart in her hapless pet, and that Salem was perpetually displeased about this, but Verity didn’t see why Mercy would bring a sick cat to her—she was a hedge witch, not a veterinarian.

      Salem froze at the corner of the entranceway and crouched—then she dashed into the great room of the apartment, out of view. Verity pursed her lips, remembering the sheer curtains and their thick, dangling silk cords.

      She turned back to Mercy, who was still hovering on the threshold of the door, clearly not sure if she should come in. And she should squirm, given what she’d done.

      Verity crossed her arms. “I don’t see why—”

      “You were so good with animals,” Mercy said in a hurry. The awkward expression on her face just grew more contorted, like she was trying to fit into a pair of shoes two sizes too small. “When you were younger, remember? We thought, given your gifts, that maybe Salem would listen to you…” She stalled out like that was as far as she’d gotten with this ruse, whatever it was.

      Verity unlocked her arms and gestured at Mercy with both hands. “You’re the one with healing Talent.” But she grudgingly recognized this for the true peace offering it was. Mercy was brilliant—a med-magick, genetics-researching genius—and she’d always looked down her nose at Verity’s talk of spirits and the realm beyond, where science couldn’t reach. And yet here her scientist sister was, dredging up the days when they were kids, and Verity had been the resident animal whisperer. She hadn’t communed with an animal spirit in forever—her focus was on the human realm, with animals on a completely different frequency—but Verity could hear the mea culpa in her sister’s actions. And the long-withheld acknowledgment that Verity might have a real Talent, not just magickal wishful thinking. “I’ll see what Salem has to say.”

      Relief relaxed the awkward on her sister’s face. Verity gestured her inside then turned away to rein in the cascade of emotions still flooding her brain. All the meditation in the world couldn’t keep her from getting stirred up by what her big sisters thought—probably because she loved them too much. And strong emotions had a danger all their own, especially for her. It was best to keep them locked up safe… or stay a few thousand miles away from the source. This was something Verity had learned the hard way.

      She went looking for the cat.

      The black fur-beast hadn’t invaded the sprawling white couches or climbed the white-gauze curtains. And she hadn’t burrowed into the cream-colored fur rug by the fireplace, either. Verity thought the cat might have scurried off to the bedroom, but then she spied her yellow eyes staring balefully from her perch on high—she’d found a grand spot in the gnarled branches of an ancient alder tree Verity had rescued from destruction and brought back from Ireland. The tree, when living, possessed flowering spikes that were both male and female on a single branch, and it literally bled when you cut it. The ancient Druids believed it held mystical powers, linked in legend to oracles and resurrection. Verity could feel the tingle of chaos magick all around it, even now, long after its life had drained away and its dead branches now sprawled only across Verity’s walls and ceiling.

      She smirked. “I see Salem’s found her throne.” Verity strode across the carpet and peered up at the cat. “You sense the wood’s powers, don’t you, Familiar? Does it call to your spirit? Or do you wish to scratch a door to pass from one realm to the other?”

      The cat yawned and somehow rolled her eyes. Verity didn’t think cats could do that. Then she noticed the tufts of off-white fur between Salem’s toes—which didn’t quite seem to belong on the midnight-colored cat. “What’s this?” She reached for a paw, but Salem rumbled a low growl while flexing tiny claw-blades.

      Verity plucked her hand back, scowled instead, then flicked a look at her fireplace rug. It was shredded at one corner. “Great.”

      Mercy had crept into the room but was hanging back with a pinched look. “What’s she saying?”

      Verity sighed. “Probably making some excuse for clawing the yak throw rug I got in Tibet.” She swung a glare to Salem. “It was a gift, you know. From a brilliant and powerful monk.”

      Salem’s yawn had extra obnoxious yowl in it this time. Verity hadn’t communed with this particular cat before, but she knew its history. Her sister Ever’s erratic magick had accidentally summoned a 17th-century witch into her cat’s body. Any attempt to slay the beast or otherwise liberate her soul would likely release that same, possibly deadly, surge of chaos magick. Madame—or possibly Mademoiselle—Madeline Bequillart was legendarily none too pleased about the arrangement. Her sister Ever could hear the cat’s thoughts since the enchantment had forged a psychic connection between them, but Verity was a hedge witch—her heightened sensitivity to the swirling fields of chaos magick gave her a special conduit to many things, including the energy of the dead. That disturbed the fields, sometimes dramatically—although Salem wasn’t so much dead as temporarily pulled from the past to rent space in a cat’s body.

      When Verity was young, she’d had a hard time with time. The future and the past both pulsed signals into the present—it seemed arbitrary which moment you would call now and which was before and later. By the time she was seven, she’d figured out how to stay present to make the world make sense—just like you could tune into a single conversation at a loud and raucous party. It was an exercise of will, as were all magickal powers—Verity simply had to learn that control much sooner than most, given her sensitivities were so much greater. Which wasn’t the kind of thing most people wanted to hear. It also unnerved them when she felt the future before it arrived. She quickly figured out how to keep that knowledge quiet, so as not to disturb everyone around her.

      It was a lonely way of being, but the only kind that worked for her.

      She sensed Salem must have a similarly detached existence, being from the past—neither fully human nor fully beast, unable to access her powers, and doomed to being a captive pet to true witches.

      “Kind of sucks being you, doesn’t it?” she said to the cat, more quietly this time.

      Salem lifted her nose and peered down at her.

      Normally, Verity had to focus extra hard to commune with an animal—that different frequency didn’t overlap much with the human one she was awash in—but an enchanted cat/witch from the past? Verity could already feel Salem’s prickly magick dancing through the air. She pointed a single finger at the top of the cat’s head, as if to boop her. Salem narrowed her eyes and craned her neck but couldn’t be bothered to actually move out of the way.

      The cat’s thoughts snapped into Verity’s mind. What trickery is afoot here?

      “Just a little hedge witch magick.” Verity smirked at the way Salem’s ears twitched forward. “Mercy says you’re sick. Maybe I should cure you?”

      Salem gave a strangled mrrp of alarm and backed straight into a branch. Keep your tongue! And your foul magick to yourself!

      “Oh?” Verity eased closer, her finger still pointed at Salem’s head. “Kitty no want to feel better?” She had to hold back the laugh at the cat’s wide eyes and sudden, frantic struggle to back up while the solid wood of the alder blocked her way.

      Begone with your dark sorcery! She hissed, let out a strangled cry, then ended her futile fight with the branch by clawing up the side and gaining height away from Verity. Salem didn’t stop until she was literally at the ceiling.

      “Oh, keep your fur on!” Verity chuckled and dropped her hand. Now that she’d zeroed in on Salem’s unique signature, she didn’t need to use her finger as a divining rod any longer. “But I see there’s nothing wrong with you that a little exorcism couldn’t handle.”

      Salem’s growl was low and multi-tonal, but her words were very clear. You’ll have the tips of my claws in your face.

      Verity laughed outright. “I thought you wanted to be free! Or did you decide being a cat wasn’t so bad?”

      Salem relaxed a little on her unreachable branch. You are a child. A dangerous and stupid one. You understand nothing.

      “I see my reputation precedes me.” Verity swung to face her sister.

      “I have no idea what the cat’s saying,” Mercy said with a slightly panicked look on her face, “but she’s lying, whatever it is.”

      Verity just shook her head. “She’s not sick. But she is saying what you won’t. That you think I’m stupid. A child. Someone you have to rescue. Did it ever occur to you that I know exactly what I’m doing? And that you could be, just once, a little supportive?”

      Mercy looked stricken, her pale cheeks going even more white. “I don’t know what you—”

      “Mercy.” Verity’s anger came zooming back, and regretfully, the tears—she seldom cried from sadness, but anger always loosened the waterworks. “You told Eliphas to stay away from me! You threatened him. Do you have any idea what that cost me?”

      “That was a mistake.”

      But Verity wasn’t even close to done. “You were using me all along, weren’t you? You and your FBI hottie and who knows who else—you just wanted someone to blame for those murders. And the illegal med-magick drugs you can’t seem to find. You’re just looking for a scape-goat! But Eliphas saved all those people’s powers. He restored them. He’s the good guy in this—”

      “He is not the good guy.” Mercy’s alarm had morphed into something more angry.

      “You don’t know him.” Verity growled out the words and whirled on her heel to march out of the room… but she was in her own apartment. She’d have to throw Mercy out. Which, as angry as she was, she didn’t quite have the nerve—or heart—to do. She spent little time with her family, and usually, she kept it light and fluffy precisely because she didn’t want it to be like this—she couldn’t afford to let her real feelings about any of this show. She sucked in air through her teeth, struggling for the calm she needed, and turned back to her sister. “You don’t know him, you’ll never understand him, and now, neither will I. And you have no idea what that means to me.”

      A complex shifting of emotions passed over Mercy’s face. “I made a mistake,” she repeated.

      “Yes, you did!” But suddenly Verity was lost. Sometimes that happened, especially when intense emotions sent her head spinning. Like she’d missed something her sister had said. For Verity, every conversation took place in a crowded room with a hundred voices chattering from the past and the future, all vying for her attention. She focused more intently on Mercy, physically narrowing her eyes, squinting at her. “What mistake?”

      Mercy’s hands were tormenting each other. “I thought you were… being taken advantage of. I thought I had to save you. But it turns out… you’re the one who needs to save us.”

      Verity leaned back, blinking. “I’m sorry, what?”

      Mercy edged forward, letting her hands drop to her sides. “I felt what Eliphas could do—that weaponized charisma or seductive mental magick, whatever it is that he uses. I felt it, Verity. And I was afraid he was using that on you. And frankly, that he would use it on me. To gain control of my whisper magick. But that wasn’t even close to the biggest danger.”

      “What are you talking about?” But Verity frowned. She’d felt Eliphas’s raw sexuality—everyone did—but she hadn’t thought of it as a Talent, specifically. Definitely not one that could sway someone like her uber-rational scientist sister, much less gain control over Mercy’s powerful mind-controlling whisper magick. That would be… not good.

      Mercy frowned as well. “Eliphas is in deep with these Talent-altering drugs, V. He has to be—he’s enhancing his Talents with them. You have to see that.” Her sister’s expression had opened into concern—and that tugged dangerously at Verity’s heart.

      But she just waved that off with a lift of her chin. “Eliphas is a monk. Enhancing his Talents is literally all he does. He meditates for hours every day. He studies every ancient text. If you’d been following him, studying with him, as I have, you would see how he’s been foretelling this event for years. You’d see how hard he’s worked to usher in this new age for adepts.” But even as the words left her mouth, Verity felt the doubts creeping in. Because there had been a shift in Eliphas’s magickal energy in the last month, and his moods had become more, well… erratic was the only word she could conjure. A prophecy coming true, the culmination of his works, the flowering of all his efforts… surely that would have an effect…

      “Verity.”

      She’d drifted off into her thoughts. That happened more when she was in the middle of an event, but it was still embarrassing. “What?” she snapped.

      “V…” Mercy’s brilliant blue eyes—the same color as Verity’s, the same as their mother’s before she died—implored her. “Eliphas is dangerous, but I wouldn’t ask this of you if I didn’t think you could handle it.”

      “Ask me what?” Verity was lost again, and that was really annoying. The angry tears were threatening to make a comeback.

      “We need you to go undercover in Eliphas’s temple.” Mercy pressed her lips tight.

      “We?” Verity’s mouth had fallen open. “We who?”

      “Me. Dad. Ever. The entire family business. And… the FBI. Magickal Crimes Division.” At the look on Verity’s face, Mercy rushed out the rest. “We just need you in there long enough to find out where Eliphas is manufacturing the drugs. And how many people he’s already dosed. And maybe to help us stop… whatever he has planned with that.”

      “What?” Verity felt like she might explode. “Eliphas is not… he’s not planning anything…” But of course he was. Just not like that. “He is not dosing people with drugs!” Yet her mind was suddenly whirling, and she felt a shift in the currents of chaos magick swirling all around her. Urgent pulses from the future, pulling her forward, humming with the hot promise of huge change—a future still thoroughly entangled with Eliphas’s. The actual future events she sensed never changed—of that she was certain, given how hard she had tried to change them—but her read on it was constantly in flux as she moved forward in time herself. That movement produced the illusion of change, the seductive lie that somehow what she did today, right now, in the elusive present could somehow alter what was to come.

      But it never did.

      She knew that.

      And yet, what Mercy was saying—this insane idea of Verity going undercover to prove Eliphas was the mastermind behind these med-magick drugs her sister was chasing—was clearly part of the event that pulsed all around her. It was connected to the radical change in the magickal world happening even as they spoke. Then, in a flash of insight almost as powerful as a premonition, Verity saw it: she would go undercover as Mercy asked, but it would be to prove that the FBI was wrong about Eliphas! She would protect him, and thereby clear the way for him to usher in the brand new world of his prophecy! And it had to be her—because her fate was inextricably linked to his, and she needed him probably more than any of his other followers.

      This was her chance.

      This was what she was meant to do. Suddenly, Mercy’s betrayal all made sense… because it got Verity to here. This moment in time. Generally speaking, the future and the past tangled together in ways that baffled her. But sometimes, she would hit a patch where everything seemed to come together. A nexus point. That’s what she called it, at least. Singular points in the past-present-future stream where everything, for a short period, made sense. Sometimes a nexus was a pivotal, earthshaking moment—she could feel those for months, even years ahead. Sometimes they were small, like now, just a brief period of calm as everything fell into place. In moments like those, Verity had all the confidence in the world she was on the right path—all fear and anxiety and stress just melted away.

      Mercy was biting her lip, waiting for Verity to stop staring off into space.

      “Okay, I’ll do it,” she said brightly.

      Too brightly, by the way Mercy’s brow wrinkled up. “I… you will?”

      “You’re wrong about Eliphas,” she said emphatically. She shook her finger at Mercy, but it was with half a smile on her face. She was returning to Eliphas! She’d need some kind of story or reason or something—maybe Mercy could personally apologize to him. Verity would have to figure that part out. But it would happen… she knew that for sure now. “I’ll return to him. He’ll take me back. I’ll be “undercover”…” She made air quotes with her fingers. “…but I can tell you right now what I’ll find. Nothing. Nothing to do with your med-magick drugs anyway. Eliphas isn’t who you’re after. The sooner you figure that out, the sooner you can go after whoever the real bad guys are.” And then she would be free to join Eliphas’s most intimate circle. The Initiates. The specially-chosen few allowed to enter his harem and help bring forth his deepest, most profound, spiritual magick. She would become his, he would tame her power, and together, they would usher in a new age for witching kind.

      Mercy was back to having a tormented look on her face, but Verity’s heart was as light as a dove. Her sister said nothing, just slipped out her phone and tapped something into it. A text.

      “What’s that?” Verity asked, although she was working full-time on not grinning with the happiness swirling through her. The chaos magick had started to sizzle again. She was moving forward. Back on track. And closer to the one thing she desperately needed in all this world and the next. Control.

      A thud behind Verity drew her attention. Salem had dropped from the alder tree to the carpet below and now stalked toward them.

      Now that your foolish games are done—

      “Salem!” Verity clasped her hands together. This would work perfectly.

      The cat stopped in her tracks, arched her back and hissed. None of your tricks, witch!

      “Not a trick. A treat.” Verity smiled. “How would you like to meet the most powerful mage on earth?”

      Salem lifted her nose. What use is that to me?

      Verity’s smile grew. Totally perfect. “If there’s anyone on the planet who can liberate you, it would be Eliphas Storm. And I am certain he’s never met a 17th-century witch trapped in the body of a cat. You would… delight him.”

      Of course, I would. Salem sat on her haunches and passed a paw over one ear. Then she licked it. The question is, what will I make of him?

      “I guess we’ll find out.” The puzzle of Salem would be the perfect gift to bring Eliphas upon her return.

      Salem snorted, almost a tiny cat sneeze, but Verity took that as agreement.

      A small ding announced someone at her front door, which was around the corner, out of view. Verity shot a quizzical look to Mercy.

      Her sister already had an apologetic look on her face. “It’s Ever.” Their sister. “She’s bringing up Agent Bane.”

      “Agent… Bane…” Verity’s bubbly exuberance fizzled out.

      “The FBI doesn’t trust you.” Mercy cringed. “I trust you. But they want someone undercover with you. To make sure you, well, get the information we need.”

      Just as Verity’s mouth was falling open, their sister Ever came around the corner, leading a young man in traditional black leathers, from his pants to his jacket to the shiny, polished boots. Ever was the oldest of the three Strange sisters at twenty-eight; Mercy was twenty-six; and Verity was the baby at twenty-four, although people often mistook her for younger. Something about her roundish face made them think she was barely out of her teens. But this guy Ever was escorting into her apartment had the angel-face of a boy on the trim body of a young man. His youth was captivating in the most alluring way—his features were boyish, his cheekbones high and sharp, his dark hair falling moppish across his brow, but his eyes were ancient. Not a line around them, no wrinkles to whisper tales, but somehow they were still expressive, saying they’d seen things far beyond his apparent years. Which Verity couldn’t place at all—she guessed he was no older than she and maybe younger.

      “Verity,” Ever said, so formally, as if she were an agent of the government and not her sister. “This is Agent Wylde Bane.” She flicked a look to Mercy who nodded quickly. “He’s going to help you.”

      “Help me.” Verity narrowed her eyes at the attractive Agent Bane.

      His eyes were roaming her body—the rumpled skirt, her wild mass of red hair, the t-shirt which she belatedly remembered was thin over her bare, bra-less breasts. Did he like what he saw? She couldn’t tell, but he was certainly taking it all in.

      His ancient-wisdom eyes met hers. “I’m an expert in cults.”

      Everything went cold inside her. “Eliphas is not a cult.”

      “No, he’s just a man.” But somehow, Agent Bane’s words were still an indictment.

      Verity whipped her gaze to Mercy. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “I’m going to be your fiancé.” Agent Bane’s voice held a deep note of laughter, although when Verity jerked her gaze back to him, his face was dead serious. He stepped closer, his eyes locked with hers. “That’s how it works, isn’t it? Supplicants can be single or couples, anyone as long as they’re willing, but the more naïve and innocent, the better.” Again a sweep across her body that left her feeling examined and cold. “Then Eliphas carefully selects his Initiates for his inner circle—virgins for his sex-magick harem.”

      She glared up at him. Somehow, he’d gotten way too close without her noticing, but no way was she backing away from that stare. “I guess you know everything there is to know.”

      “I am an expert.”

      “An expert in ritual sex magick?” She arched an eyebrow. “Because that’s what you’re signing up for. In case you hadn’t put that together.”

      Agent Bane’s eyes flashed, but his blank facial expression didn’t change. “What are you signing up for?”

      The heat rose in her face. Which was ludicrous and embarrassing and what the hell was all this anyway… She dropped her gaze and stepped away, turning her back on Agent Bane and glaring at both her sisters. They were hanging back, watching. “This is absurd. I can do this alone.”

      Mercy just shook her head, like she was trying to warn Verity off, but Ever was the one who spoke. “You need to do this, V,” she said stiffly. “Otherwise, the FBI would…” She flicked a look to Agent Bane.

      Verity turned back to him for the answer they wouldn’t speak.

      A small flash of humor crossed his face then was gone. “We’d have to consider why you’d refused to help.”

      Verity’s teeth ground. But Agent Bane’s flippant response reminded her of her purpose—clearing Eliphas of suspicion. Which was apparently even more important than she knew. And at the same time, this FBI agent’s magick signature was off the charts. Death haunted him, powerfully, from the past, and his future was deeply embedded in the event. He might be beautiful and annoying and threatening all at once, but he was meant to walk into the future alongside her—that much was inescapably clear. And in reality, she knew Eliphas—he would love another fresh offering to consecrate the opening of the temple. Verity turned back to her sisters. “All right. I’ll return to Eliphas with Agent Pretty Boy and the enchanted cat. Both should be of great interest to him, and that should get me back into his good graces. Then I’ll get you what you want. But I’m telling you now—you’re wrong about him.” She twisted to face Agent Bane. “All of you.”

      His expression softened, just minutely, into something more like… pity.

      She growled her disgust, turned her back on them all, and marched off to her room. She needed a change of clothes if she was going to return to Eliphas’s embrace.
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      Verity was beautiful like a wild flame.

      She walked like she was dancing, and her hair was everywhere—red and untamed and natural. Wylde had to force his gaze away from her pert behind marching in front of him, sashaying under a linen skirt that fell to her ankles. It was flowing and loose, but the brown leather belt around her waist was tight, and her forest-green blouse clung to her body. If it was hard not to stare at her from the back, the front was ten times worse. Brilliant blue eyes, delicate lips, and skin that seemed formed from the rarest porcelain. Her high, full breasts were perfectly proportioned—neither too large nor too small but somehow capturing all his attention. At least she had a bra on now. Back at her apartment, her loose breasts under that white t-shirt…

      Wylde shoved that thought away before it tented out his pants.

      Sweet fucking magick. Verity Strange was just insanely hot.

      Exactly the kind of sweet young thing a beast like Eliphas would want to fuck. And control. Control while fucking. He had a whole harem, but Wylde could easily see Verity being the prized jewel. And it was his job to let that happen… at least long enough to get the information the FBI needed to shut down Eliphas and his whole New World cult.

      But Wylde didn’t like the idea of it. No, he loathed the idea of Verity writhing under the cult’s charismatic leader, and not because Wylde was uncomfortably close to entertaining just such a fantasy for himself. Because he knew all too well the horror of that—the unimaginable damage—for Verity and anyone like her.

      The cult would eat her soul.

      And that’s what he was here to stop.

      Only the Magickal Crimes Division required they put her at risk to get what they needed—it rubbed him seriously the wrong way, but he knew the stakes. Not just a million cult members worldwide, but the potential millions right here in Chicago who might have already been exposed to Eliphas’s magick-stealing drugs. And who knew what the maniacal cult leader had planned from there. Nothing good, that was for sure. Wylde knew the calculation Special Agent in Charge Burrows had made about risking the youngest of the Strange sisters, and she was right. This was the right call.

      Wylde just prayed he could keep the damage to a minimum.

      Verity turned suddenly and stopped on the steps leading to Eliphas’s temple. The bright afternoon sun lit up her hair from behind like a red-flamed halo.

      “Before we go in…” She struggled with the cat squirming in her arms. “Behave!” she said to it, and it growled in response. Wylde still couldn’t decide if the cat was a joke or what. Then, to him, Verity continued, “Just so we’re clear. You need to follow my lead with this. Don’t mess this up for me.”

      He smirked. “I know what I’m doing. More than you.”

      She scrunched up her little nose. “You don’t look old enough to be an expert in anything.” She glanced around. There were people milling in front of the white marble steps but not going in—tourists. Wylde could tell the cultists by their determined strides carrying them in and out of the temple’s gleaming silver doors—as well as the furtive looks and haggard faces. Probably already regretting their choice. Or in so deep they were resigned to their fate. A few had that manic look—still in the full bloom of the cult’s warm, “loving” embrace.

      Verity seemed oblivious to it all, just concerned that someone might overhear them plotting their way into a cult that had thrown its doors wide open to the public.

      “I’m twenty-eight,” he said when her roaming gaze finally found him again.

      “You are not.” She looked slightly disgusted with him.

      He almost laughed but caught himself. “It’s part of my Talent.”

      Her eyes went wide-and-innocent, and all the humor died in him, taken over by a surge of lust and protectiveness. Fuck. He knew walking into this would be dangerous for him—he was an analyst; his time in the field had been limited; and this case struck painfully close to home—but he didn’t expect to get thrown off balance right out of the gate. This was his damn job; he should be better at it by now. But the overwhelming hotness and innocence of Ms. Verity Strange were getting way too much reaction from him.

      She’d stepped a little closer, peering at his face intently, which wasn’t helping things any. “Is it glamour? It looks so real.”

      Again, a bubble of laughter threatened to break out. “It’s real.” A waft of her perfume—sweet and slightly earthy—washed over him. Or maybe it was just her smell. Before he could think better of it, he reached out and brushed the back of his fingers across her cheek and smiled. “Try to not look like you hate me, okay? We’re supposed to be lovers, remember?”

      She startled at his touch, which he quickly pulled back. What the fuck was he doing?

      But then she looked chastened and glanced furtively around again. No one noticed them. Well, a guy likewise camped out on the steps with his girlfriend—probably debating whether to go in—had noticed Verity. Probably was wondering if the stories were true and if Verity might be on the menu.

      “I don’t hate you,” Verity said, drawing him back.

      He smiled, and it was almost real. “Good to know.”

      She seemed tormented by this, bit her lip, glanced at the door, then finally said, “What kind of Talent makes you look like… that…” She gestured to his face. “Without glamour.”

      He had a weird flush of pleasure. Did she find him attractive? Most people did—male and female—so it shouldn’t surprise him, yet it did. She was in an entirely different beauty class—like gold-medal-winning if there were such a thing—so it didn’t seem plausible for her to even notice him that way. But if she did… Fuck, his head was already messed up, and he wasn’t even in the door.

      “My Talent is healing magick,” he bumbled a little, still caught up in that thought. “A special kind that, well, essentially reverses aging.”

      She blinked. “You’re kidding.”

      “Not even a little.” It was a much darker magick than someone like Verity Strange would ever know. Hopefully. Assuming he could keep her from being sucked too far into Eliphas’s cult.

      The cat growled again and squirmed out of Verity’s hold, landing on all fours and immediately parking its butt and licking its side.

      He cocked his eyebrow at it. “Do we really have to bring this thing?”

      The cat glared at him. Unnerving as hell.

      “Leave him alone,” Verity chastised. She was talking to the cat. Apparently, she could understand it, which was… also unsettling. He was still trying to figure out Verity’s Talent, given there was zip about it in her file—just a short mention of minor divination powers in her youth. Nothing as an adult, but not for lack of trying. She’d spent half her life chasing after supposed spiritual gurus like Eliphas.

      Verity was rubbing her hands across her face in frustration. Something the cat said? She dropped her hands and gave Wylde a look. “Let’s get this over with.” Then she twirled that full skirt and headed up the steps.

      Wylde strode quickly to keep up. The cat loped ahead of them both, right up the stairs. He held the door open for them both. Verity breezed in, head held high, looking a little less peeved—at him or the cat, he couldn’t decide; probably both—and he followed her in. The large stainless doors led to a very narrow receiving corridor with a giant revolving door that must access the rest of the temple. A very large, well-armed, male security guard stood stationed at the end of a velvet-roped line of a half-dozen supplicants. Two smaller female guards questioned and searched them, one quizzing the people trying to gain entrance to the temple while the other ran her gloved hands all over their body. Weapons? Bombs? He wasn’t sure the concern, but they were very thorough.

      Verity took a spot in line, but given the way she wrung her hands, this was unexpected. The temple had been constructed hastily in just the six days since the conference, yet the quality materials—marble tiling, wood paneling, red velvet drapes and tapestries on the walls—gave an aura of luxury bordering on decadence. And they were still in the entranceway.

      Eliphas must have spent a small fortune here.

      The supplicants ahead of them, once searched and questioned, were handed small cards, one each, of varying colors—yellow, green, blue. Wylde gestured to them with his chin, silently asking Verity if she knew the significance, but she just shrugged. The cat had stayed several paces back, out of danger of being stepped upon. More seekers wandered in behind them, including the couple Wylde had seen on the steps.

      When Verity reached the front, she offered up her name. “Verity Strange. I’m a friend of—well really an acquaintance, but…” She drifted off as her name seemed to light a fire in the guards. One scrambled through the box of entry cards while the other turned her back and whispered into her phone. Wylde gave Verity a quizzical look, but she was so agitated, she didn’t notice.

      “I… I can explain,” she tried, but the guard just held up a finger for her to wait. The one on the phone got off and nodded to the other, who came up with a gold card out of the bottom dregs of the box.

      “Sorry for the wait, Ms. Strange,” she said with a smile, handing her the card and gesturing to the revolving door. “Your escort will be here momentarily.”

      “Oh.” Verity stared at the card for a beat then stepped toward the door.

      When Wylde tried to follow, the guard stepped into his path. “Just a moment, sir. We’ll have to search you.”

      Verity stopped. “He’s with me. He’s my, um, fiancé. And the cat is my familiar.”

      The two guards exchanged a baffled look until the cat came prancing forward and rubbed against Verity’s legs as if they were the best of pals. Wylde decided to follow suit and attached himself to Verity’s side, sliding an arm around her waist. The stifled look of surprise on her face was comical, but he managed to keep the smile inside.

      The two female guards conferred briefly, whispering in undertones he could barely hear, but they quickly waved them in. Verity and the cat went first with Wylde slipping right behind in the next slot in the revolving door. The other side was dimly lit, and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust. The smell hit him first—heavy with lilac and an earthy scent as if they’d stepped into a lush garden. In reality, the vast hallway was two stories tall with the same luxurious décor. It instantly reminded him of Ancient Rome. White marble tiling for the floors, now interlaced with red trim. A domed ceiling with an ornate red-and-white diamond pattern. The Roman feel came mostly from the towering red columns that lined the walls, framing alcoves draped with red velvet curtains. At first, the marble statues in front of the columns stood out the most—couples rendered in white, frozen in contorted positions that could only be sexual acts.

      Then he saw—or rather heard—the live couples in the alcoves between the columns. Moans and cries and a faint oh yes oh yes oh yes echoed down the expansive hallway, each alcove recessed just enough to dampen the sounds of sex, but not enough to mute them altogether. And now that his eyes were adjusted, he could see the writhing bodies just fine. Some with wisps of white clothing. Some bare everywhere. Couples and trios, each fully engaged in the act and apparently on display in their sex stations for whoever came through the door.

      The scent made sense now—a perfume to cover the heavy musk of sex everywhere.

      Wylde had seen a lot of things in his five years at the bureau—and all kinds of ritual sex magick used in cults—but nothing on this scale. The sheer openness and size of it were astounding.

      The rumors didn’t do it justice.

      Verity seemed unfazed. No, she was smirking at his gawking stare. “Doing okay there, sparky?”

      He scowled at her, but then a waifish girl with long brown hair pattered up to them, and he figured it was high time to assume his cover—the one where he was Verity’s young, naïve fiancé, in over his very virginal head and seeking spiritual, and sexual, guidance. In other words, ripe for being seduced into a cult.

      He let his expression fall open with a big dollop of gee-whiz. “Are those people…” He dropped his voice. “Are they all, you know… having sex?” He finished with a whisper.

      He hoped that wasn’t laying it on too thick.

      Verity gave him a look like he’d morphed into a giant teddy bear.

      The waif girl just smiled wide and said in a muted tone, “The consecration duties are highly coveted. For a full three days, our rituals will drench Eliphas’s temple in sacred magick until every square inch is holy.” She proclaimed this like she was quoting it from a hallowed book. “My name is Alana, and I will be your guide.” Then she counted the rules on her fingers. “You may not interfere with the sacred magick. You may sign up for a slot at the temple office, but celebrants are hand selected from those who’ve met the requirements. And of course, if chosen for consecration, all sacred magick must be consensual.” Then she turned to Verity. “Eliphas is so pleased you’ve returned to us, Ms. Strange! And you’ve… brought guests!” Her smile was still bright, even as it faltered a little upon spying the cat. “He has an appointment at the moment but will see you shortly. Please follow me.” She beckoned them down the hall.

      Wylde and Verity fell into step behind Alana with the cat stalking grumpily at the rear. The entrance hall, as vast and open as it was, contained few people, other than those engaged in “sacred magick” along its walls. A few tourists were openly gawking, but it was mostly hushed. The sounds of sex blended the further down the hall they went, creating an oddly breathy and mystic-sounding chant. Wylde had to grant that the staging on this was effective—the feeling of the place was one of holiness, and he had no doubt that the cultists believed their orgasms were sacred. Every cult controlled sex in some way—it was just too powerful a drive not to harness—but most opted to reserve it for the leader. Or at least give the leader, usually male, free rein for “sacred sex” with the followers, usually young girls, of his choosing. Eliphas was tapping into something different here. A license to fuck basically anyone, anywhere, out in the open on a white alabaster pedestal… and call it holy.

      Wylde felt sure there were more rules than the ones Alana recited, but the concept was essentially that. Which, honestly, made him wary and a little uncomfortable—not that he had any inhibitions about almost any permutation of the sex act itself, but because this didn’t follow the playbook. What was Eliphas’s method of control? How did he establish his authority? Wylde might not need to know the answer to solve the case—he was here to shut down Eliphas’s distribution and manipulation of the gen-magick bioweapons—but then again, it might make a critical difference.

      He needed his eyes wide open… and not distracted by Verity’s hotness.

      At the end of the hall, Alana used her access card to swipe them through a large bronze door, instructing them that their gold card would give them access as well. Inside, they passed a series of what could only be called Orgy Rooms. Unlike the dimly lit entranceway, these had bright lights with white couches, beds, chairs, and in one case, a makeshift twisted-sheet swing, all populated with young naked people banging away. The effect was oddly sterile—no sound through the glass, no smells but the clean whiff of lemon-scented cleaning products. The circular hallway wound past a whole string of orgy spaces.

      “These rooms are for purification,” their guide said brightly as if the sex parties were some kind of spiritual bath. She gave Wylde a knowing smile. “Of course, that’s later in the process of joining Eliphas’s family. After you’ve been prepared.”

      “Prepared how?” he asked, keeping a suitably shocked face.

      “That depends on where you are in your journey!” Her smile was a constant thing plastered to her face. “Not everyone is ready when they first arrive.” The orgy rooms gave way to a series of pools. Not everyone in those was having sex—just most. After the pools came a bunch of doors with tiny windows. From the small glimpses he got, they were bondage rooms drenched in red light. As they kept going, the hallway seemed endless, the walls turning in a giant circle, getting tighter as they went. Wylde decided they must be spiraling inward, which made for some weird architecture—one that forced you to walk past all these rooms, just in the order presented.

      “This is the heart of the temple.” Alana had stopped at a large, glassed-in room. It indeed looked like a temple, with an altar at the center, just a slab of elevated marble with a pad on top, and thick white floor cushions surrounding it in concentric circles. At the periphery were lush plants in golden pots and more of the statues he’d seen at the front, each seeming to represent a possible position or sexual act and each on a pedestal against the wall. “This is only used by Eliphas when he’s consecrating a new Initiate.”

      Aha. “How does he… consecrate them?” Orgies were the theme here, but maybe Eliphas did something different.

      The girl smiled wide. “You’ll learn all about that during orientation.” Then she lifted her eyebrows to Verity. “Although being special guests of Eliphas, he may have a different path for you. That’s not for me to say.” Again, she smiled brightly and waved them to follow. They wound further down the spiral and eventually, Alana stopped at a door to a waiting room. It looked more like an office than anything they’d seen so far. Oddly normal. Alana turned to them and clasped her hands. “The cafeteria and residence rooms are on the periphery of the temple. When Eliphas assigns you a place, I’ll guide you there. For now, please make yourselves comfortable. He will see you shortly.” Then she gave a short bow and glided out of the room, closing the door behind her.

      The cat jumped up on the white furniture and proceeded to groom her tail.

      Verity turned to Wylde with a smirk on her face. “Sure you can handle all this?”

      “The only thing surprising here is you.”

      She blinked, obviously not expecting that. Then she scowled. “You know nothing about me.”

      “That’s obvious.” He peered at her. “Because I can’t see why a daughter of one of the wealthiest and most powerful magickal families in the city would have any interest in all this.” He gestured to the endless sex outside the normal-looking walls. He wanted to hear her explanations, but he already knew there was something dark inside the effervescent Ms. Verity Strange. Cults preyed on the vulnerable—people whose lives had been disrupted or fractured or torn apart. The promise of purpose and family and, in Eliphas’s case, apparently limitless sex, pulled in those with a hole in their lives they were desperate to fill.

      What was the darkness inside her? Because she wasn’t born into this kind of trap. Not like him.

      Verity seemed to assess him. Then she lifted her chin in almost childish defiance. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      “Try me.” He peered deep into those beautiful blue eyes, hoping to pry it out of her that way—

      But then a muffled thump against the wall distracted them both. Then another. They exchanged a frown. The room had only two doors—the one they came in and another by the small receptionist desk that was unoccupied. And the thumping—which was now a rhythmic shaking of the wall—was definitely on the other side of that second door.

      Verity pursed her lips.

      “I’m going to guess that’s Eliphas’s ‘appointment’.” He watched her reaction closely.

      She just rolled her eyes and scowled at him. “Eliphas belongs to everyone. You understand that, right? None of us can lay claim to a man like him.”

      He raised his eyebrows. That sounded like a lot of protest to a question he hadn’t really asked. “You really don’t care who he fucks?”

      Her scowl grew deeper. “I really don’t expect you to understand any of this.”

      He stepped closer and dropped his voice. “It would be better if I knew what I was walking into here.”

      She rolled her eyes again. “Just keep quiet and follow my lead.”

      He was about to protest when the thumping suddenly ended. He turned back to her. “Look, whatever you think Eliphas can give you… he can’t. Not really.”

      She planted her hands on her hips and faced him fully. “Given you don’t know what I need, I’d say you don’t know what you’re talking about—”

      The second door swung open.

      A young woman strode out wearing nothing but a leather harness that crisscrossed her body in black straps. Her long blond hair was radically mussed, and her pale skin had red marks in several places. Restraints, Wylde’s mind automatically told him. Maybe whippings. She shuffled past them, head down, her naked body very thin—Wylde only got a glimpse of her face as she passed. But even that little bit of information set off alarms in his head. He’d seen her before. Something to do with the case… she slipped out the first door just as Eliphas Storm strolled through the second.

      “Verity, my dear one!” Eliphas held his arms wide, inviting her across the room for a hug. He wore loose, harem-style pants that hung from his hips and an open, white-linen shirt that bared his chest. His bald head, face, and body were tanned, but even through that, Wylde could see the flush. The dilated eyes. Whatever Eliphas had been doing with the blond woman—fucking or abusing or both—he was still sloppy with the pleasure of it.

      Verity flew to him like he had the gravity of a sun. Eliphas embraced her warmly to his bare chest then took both her cheeks in his hands and kissed her—open-mouthed and devouring.

      As if Wylde wasn’t even in the room.

      It went on, and Verity went limp with it, arms hanging at her sides.

      Holy shit, she was in deep.

      Eliphas finished the kiss then lightly placed another soft one on her forehead. “I knew you couldn’t stay away.”

      “I’m so sorry!” Verity’s voice was almost a sob. It instantly knotted Wylde’s stomach. This was much worse than he thought. “I didn’t think Mercy would… I had no idea they were…”

      “Shhh.” Eliphas caressed her lips, stopping her rambling. “All is forgiven. And we don’t carry the sins of our family, anyway. How many times have I said this?”

      She sniffed and drew back. Wiping tears. Holy shit. “Many.”

      “The important thing is that you’re here.” Then Eliphas smiled at him from across the room. “And you’ve brought me presents.”

      Verity stepped back, just far enough to frantically wave Wylde over. He stepped closer, wrestling hard with his extreme desire to knee Eliphas in the groin. Or to reach out a hand and let the man feel the full dark power of Wylde’s Talent. That impulse washed over him nearly every time he met one of these charismatic types in person. And he could feel the waves of that charisma already emanating from Eliphas as he approached.

      “This is Wylde Lane, my fiancé,” Verity bumbled out, using his cover name and story.

      “Really.” Eliphas looked him over in a frankly sexual way. “I had no idea.” He reached a hand for Wylde to shake.

      Which he did, somehow keeping an innocent expression on his face. “It’s a great honor to meet you, sir. Verity’s said so much about you.” Wylde could feel it, deep in the pit of his stomach—a rising lust that was foreign, like Eliphas was summoning it out of nothing. Wylde blinked, intentionally letting his face fall open and shocked as if he were surprised by this manipulation. In truth, Eliphas’s Charismatic Talent was stronger than any he’d felt before—the man was practically a natural incubus with this induced sexual attraction—but Wylde had fended off a full-powered succubus before. This was only annoyance compared to that.

      “That’s good to hear,” Eliphas said smoothly, still clasping Wylde’s hand between his two. “But she’s told me nothing about you.” The man’s green eyes flashed.

      Wylde cowed a little under the unspoken threat. His cover had to be tame, non-threatening, and inexperienced—as vulnerable as any prospective supplicant, or he’d never make it into the depths of the man’s cult. But it clenched his stomach harder all the same. “Verity and I were together, long ago, when we were just kids. Totally innocent.” As he spooled out his cover story, emphasis on the innocent part since he knew Eliphas would be looking for that, he breathed through the knot in his stomach. “We ran into each other again when she came back into town. I couldn’t believe it.” He shrugged somewhat helplessly. “She’s always been the only one for me. Never anyone else.”

      “I see.” Eliphas’s eyes were scanning him thoroughly now, and he slowly released Wylde’s hand.

      “She told me about you, and I just… I had to meet you for myself.” This story was designed to get him inside the inner circle along with Verity—and quickly because they had little time to work with. But Wylde had no read on the man, no subtle flicker of emotion on his face, nothing. He was inscrutable.

      “We are building a Temple of Resurrection, Wylde.” Somehow Eliphas’s tone had turned challenging. “We welcome anyone who is ready to summon the future into the present.”

      “Right.” Wylde nodded fervently. “I mean… I’d… I’d like that too.”

      A slow smile grew on Eliphas’s face. A flicker of fear raced through Wylde’s heart. It’s not him. He’s not the same. He can’t hurt you. The mantra didn’t help, not really. In truth, Wylde had no idea what Eliphas’s Talents were. No one did. And they could easily have been enhanced with the very drugs the FBI was convinced the man was manufacturing. Somewhere.

      “I think you’ll fit just fine here.” Eliphas’s words chilled him to the core.

      Wylde still managed an uncertain smile.

      Eliphas’s gaze dropped to the floor. “And who is this?” He was talking about the cat.

      Verity scurried around to Eliphas’s side. “That’s Salem. She’s enchanted with the soul of a 17th-century witch.”

      Eliphas appeared genuinely surprised. “You don’t say.”

      Verity nodded rapidly but seemed to hold back from saying anything more.

      “Well, this bears examining.” He knelt, and the cat hurried forward, rubbing against his knees. He scooped her up, and she settled immediately into his arms.

      Wylde couldn’t help the cringe.

      Verity had a slightly terrified look on her face but said nothing.

      Eliphas turned to her and reached to stroke her cheek. “We have much to discuss. But I have matters I must attend to now. Later. Alone. Do you understand?”

      Verity was practically quivering under his touch. “Yes,” she breathed.

      Fuck. When Eliphas turned to him, he wore a smirk. “My assistant will get you settled. Then we’ll see if you’re ready to join us, Wylde.”

      He stroked the cat behind the ears and carried her away, out the door they came through originally. Wylde could hear Salem purring all the way out in the hall.

      He let out a breath once Eliphas was clear of the room. “I guess that went as well as could be…” He trailed off at the look on Verity’s face.

      She was radiant.

      Wylde ground his teeth. “We have a job to do here, Ms. Strange.”

      She blinked and came a little back to earth. She moved so fast, it took him by surprise, but suddenly, she was gripping his arms and staring deep into his eyes. “You’re wrong about him. And I’m going to prove it!”

      He opened his mouth to object, but the door swung open again. The same petite guide who brought them in had swept into the room. “Eliphas has approved a room for you! Please follow me.”

      Wylde held his tongue and followed Verity as she glided out of the room, floating on whatever high she got from the brief exchange with Eliphas. Which was a serious fucking problem, and maybe he was completely on his own here. Deep in a massive sex cult and tasked with getting someone to talk—or leak information—that could bring their leader down.

      Verity Strange may be no help at all.
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      Alone. Eliphas wanted to see her alone.

      It wouldn’t be the first time Verity had been alone with him—but the number of times was fewer than twelve. Over six months, countless meditation sessions, and endless lectures and discussions—both in Tibet and here in Chicago—there were only a dozen times when they’d been alone. And every time, it had been something of importance. The first time, he questioned her about her powers—that was when she told him she sensed he would change the world. He’d looked deep into her eyes then and said he thought she had a rare gift. One that had to be summoned into the world. After that, he’d brought her closer. She started running small group sessions, and he elevated her to organizing some of the retreats. One time alone, he gave her the fur rug that now lay in front of her fireplace at home. It was a symbol of her power to pierce the veil. She’d never received a more meaningful gift.

      Verity paced the small confines of her room—the one she would share with Wylde while they were in the temple. It’d only been a few hours, but she didn’t want to leave the room, convinced that at any moment Eliphas would call for her. She’d even had lunch ordered in. Wylde had quickly grown impatient and left to roam the temple, looking for clues about the case. She vowed she would ask Eliphas about the drugs—honestly just to get it out of the way—but she knew in her heart Wylde was wasting his time. She would send him on his way as soon as possible. She didn’t need him now… Eliphas wanted to see her alone.

      Their room was tiny, most of the space taken up by a bed and a chair. A narrow bathroom connected their room to another, and the door had a full-length mirror. Every time Verity passed it in her pacing, she saw her hands wringing, and her shoulders hiked up to her ears. She stopped and stood straight and took an inventory. She hadn’t planned to meet with Eliphas so soon. Had she known, she would have worn something more… ethereal. Innocent, perhaps? Her skirt had a touch of whimsy to it, but otherwise, her clothes were plain. Nothing to mark the gravity of the occasion. She finger-combed her hair even though that was hopeless then unbuttoned her blouse to make it a little more revealing. She smacked a little pink into her cheeks. It would have to do.

      She remembered distinctly the last time they’d met privately. It was over a month ago, and she’d been working up to it for months before that. She knew that her fate—the taming and fruition of her Talent—lay entwined with Eliphas. Literally. All of his sermons about the power of ritual sex magick plus her terrible, personal experience had convinced her that she had to go that route to fully harness her powers. But it was dangerous—to herself—and only with his guidance could she hope to safely achieve that. It took months, but she’d finally worked up the courage to tell him about her theory, her past, and most critically, that she was qualified to join his innermost circle.

      The Initiates.

      She was twenty-four and still a virgin.

      He hadn’t been surprised—of course not. He must have sensed it all along. She told him she’d been saving herself for him, and while not strictly true, it was close enough. She’d been afraid to be with anyone. It wasn’t until she’d met him that she thought it might be possible.

      He agreed. In theory. He said the time wasn’t right. That she needed further preparation. That he needed to come to Chicago for the conference first. She’d helped him arrange that, full of excitement and anticipation because once he’d cleared that work away, he’d have time for her. And she was ready—more than ready.

      Then everything had gone wrong.

      “He still wants you,” she told her reflection in the mirror. “Alone. Today. It has to be today.”

      The door of her room swung open, making her jump.

      “Hey, you’re still here,” Wylde said, closing the door. “You would not believe this place. It’s huge. Cafeteria, recreation area, enough rooms to house a small army. And there’s this nudist sand volleyball court, only people are mostly fucking not playing, and I seriously do not understand how that is comfortable…” He drifted off at the look on her face. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, fine.” She tried to smile brightly, but it was mostly a twitch. “Did you find anything useful for the case?”

      He frowned and stepped closer, his gaze lingering at her more-exposed cleavage. “Getting ready for something?” he asked pointedly.

      Which really rubbed her the wrong way. “I’m doing what the FBI wants. Getting closer to Eliphas to get information from him.”

      “That’s not what you’re getting from him.” His voice was so cool, but there was heat in his eyes. Anger.

      What the hell? It was her life, not his. And he didn’t understand, anyway. “If he accepts me as an Initiate, you’ll get everything you want. Full access. So how about if you back off and—”

      “Wait, what?” His gaze sharpened even as he leaned back in surprise. “I thought he only took virgins for Initiates. At least one member of the couple had to be virginal. I thought that was supposed to be me…” His eyes went wide. “No fucking way.”

      The heat rose in her face, which just doubled her anger. “Judgmental much?”

      “No, I’m just…” He blinked. “Stunned. I mean, holy hell, look at you…”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Her eyes were stinging again—damn angry tears!

      He shook his head like he was trying to reboot it. “I mean… why? There’s no way a woman like you hasn’t had a hundred thirsty men after you. So how the hell do you end up a twenty-four-year-old virgin?”

      “That’s none of your business!” She turned her back on him, folding her arms and willing the tears away. How dare he? There was nowhere to go in their tiny room. She should just throw him out. To hell with him and the FBI! They could solve this case on their own—

      “Oh… shit.” Wylde muttered under his breath. Then she heard him move closer behind her. “Dammit. Verity, I’m sorry. Look… I don’t know what happened, but I’m the last person in the world who should go off like that. I’m an asshole.” His voice dropped lower. Softer. “Please. Look at me.”

      She didn’t want to—the anger was still threatening to shake loose tears—but the sudden quiet in his voice pulled at her. She was a nervous wreck, the anticipation of the consecration with Eliphas making her body tense and practically shaking. She turned to face Wylde.

      His expression had transformed. There was pain and sweetness and caring—it made him look even younger than his magick-induced youthfulness. Even the hardness in his eyes had softened. “I’m sorry,” he said, and truly looked it. “I should have known better.” He wasn’t talking about her virginity now. It was clear he thought something horrible had happened to her. And it had… but not the way he thought.

      “It’s hard to explain—” she started.

      “You don’t have to.” Then he surprised her by gently taking her hands. “You don’t owe me any explanations. But you can’t let Eliphas suck you in. Whatever you’re looking for, he’s really not the one who can give it to you.”

      She pulled her hands from his and folded her arms over her chest. “You don’t understand.”

      He pursed his lips. “Maybe. Or maybe I understand more than you think.”

      She scowled at him. “I wasn’t abused—sexually or magickally—if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      He frowned. “Okay, maybe I don’t understand.”

      She unfolded her arms to run her hands through her hair, squeezing her eyes tight. Dammit. She had no interest in telling Agent Bane her whole sordid life story—in truth, there was practically no one who knew all of it—but if he was bent on coming between her and Eliphas, well… she just couldn’t let that happen. Not now. Not when she was so close.

      She dropped her hands, opened her eyes, and glared at him. “You can’t tell anyone.”

      He frowned deeper. “Um… okay.”

      She balled up her fists at her side. “I mean it. This doesn’t go in your FBI files or whatever. This is just for you to know. So you understand. And stay out of my way. Okay?”

      “All right.” He was still frowning, but she believed he meant it.

      “I’ve had premonitions all my life.” She gestured to him standing in this tiny room with her. “I can sense your future, and I know it’s important to, well, some big things that are looming. That’s why I agreed to bring you along. The future is what it is—there’s no changing it, okay? We just don’t know what it is until it arrives. Unless you’re me, and then you kind of have a sense. Sometimes more than a sense.”

      His face was scrunching up in confusion and more than a little disbelief.

      She waved her hand as if to wipe her jumbled words from the air. “Forget all that. Starting over. I’m a virgin because I have a powerful Talent that, well…” Holy crap, this was awkward to say out loud. “Comes when I do.”

      His eyebrows shot up.

      “Yeah, it’s weird. I know.” Her stomach coiled up.

      “You mean…” He was blinking excessively. “Are you saying orgasms bring out your Talent?” He half smiled, like he couldn’t decide if that was spectacular or a joke. Or maybe a spectacular joke.

      She sighed and glared more. “Are you ten?”

      “I’m sorry.” He passed a hand across his mouth to wipe away the smile. “Go on. Please.”

      But she just shook her head and dropped her gaze to the floor. This was mortifying. What was she doing? Telling him would not solve anything.

      “I mean it,” he said, almost like he was begging. “I’m just… you’re a bit on the unexpected side, Verity Strange. Give me a second to adjust.” He seemed to try to be serious.

      She pursed her lips. “I’m just saying this once, okay? So pay attention.”

      “Absolutely.” And he did look enthralled.

      She gritted her teeth. “I was sixteen. Never had any interest in boys because I barely had my shit together, what with all the future-sensing throwing me off all the time. That’s when I started traveling, searching the world for a monk who could help me tame the timeline in my head. This one monk—who was really a charlatan, but I was too young to know the difference then—convinced me that if I just let him…” Her face flamed again, not because of the naughtiness but because of the degradation. “…if he just performed an oral sexual act upon me that it would “open me up” to my Talent.”

      Wylde was rapt with attention.

      Verity looked away from his intense fascination with her debasement and hurried through the rest. “He was right. I came for the first time—hard, and in a totally different way than, you know, by myself—and that opened up… a vision… an ability…” She stopped because the tears that were choking her were not angry tears. This was the only thing she truly cried about. She blinked them back and looked to Wylde, who was now frowning again. “I felt as if I was coming apart. And I don’t mean that in a figurative sense, Agent Bane. I mean, my mind was literally being ripped apart. Past, present, and future all collided. I saw things that…” She had to stop and look away again. Dammit. Why was she doing this again? Right, to get Agent Bane to stand down and stay out of her way. She glared at him through her incipient tears. “I saw something horrible. And it came true, as do all my premonitions. Despite everything I tried to do to stop it.” She took a deep, shaky breath. “After that, I avoided any kind of… contact… that might “open up” a Talent I had absolutely no ability to control. And that might destroy me.”

      The horror on his face was finally matching the reality of the situation. “Maybe it was just that one time,” he tried.

      “Well, I can’t really take the chance, now can I?” He drew back, and Verity cringed at her snappish tone. It was hard to believe. And he’d just learned her deepest, darkest secret, whereas she’d been living it for eight years. “There have been other times when I’ve felt… intense. Vulnerable to slipping into that state. Whenever I had really strong emotions, it was like it nudged me closer. I knew it was just a matter of time before something happened, something I might not be able to control. So I started looking for someone who could help me. Someone strong enough to guide me, keep me together, and if the worst happened… bring me back.”

      “You think that’s Eliphas.” Now he was scowling again.

      “Yes.” She let out a huff, but it felt good to finally tell someone. “He understands. All of it. And his theories about the powers of sex magick… don’t you see? It’s like he was made to help me.”

      “What if he’s…” Wylde bit his lip. “What if he’s not what he claims?” He looked genuinely distraught, which kept her from snapping at him again.

      “He has to be.” She had no choice, really. “So, I’m going to go to him, and I’m going to beg him to let me into his inner circle. The Initiates. The sacred magick of my virginity is all I have to offer him, but he could give me my life back. He could be my entire world.”

      Wylde was back to looking aghast. “The sacred magick of your virginity? Really?”

      She waved him off. “I don’t expect you to understand.”

      “Verity. There’s nothing magick about the first time,” he insisted. “It’s just awkward and weird and… something you get past so you can move on to the good part. If you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, well, not for me.” She shook her head. This was pointless.

      Wylde surprised her again by gently gripping her shoulders and peering down into her eyes. “Hey. I know this seems like the only way—and I’m certain he’s telling you this is the only way—but I promise you there’s another option out there. Offering yourself up to Eliphas is not the solution for your problems, no matter what the fuck he says or what theories he has. I’ve seen a lot of weird stuff in charismatic cults, but there’s always some guy who wants to have sex with beautiful young women, and he always has some justification for it that’s complete bullshit.”

      “It’s not like that.” She wrested away from his hold. “Whatever. Look, all I need is for you to not try to stop me, okay? I’ll get the FBI the information they want, just don’t mess this up for me. Please.”

      His face pinched in, and he opened his mouth to say something, but a rap at the door cut him off. They both looked as it swung open. It was Alana, the guide who’d brought them to their room hours earlier.

      Her ever-present smile lit up her face. “Eliphas is ready for you, Ms. Strange.”

      Verity’s heart lurched, and it was suddenly hard to breathe. “I’m ready.” She didn’t even look at Agent Bane, she just strode to the door. If he tried to stop her, she didn’t notice.

      Alana brought her back to the waiting room outside Eliphas’s private chambers and left her there with no further instructions. Verity just stood in the middle of the room for a minute, awkward, wondering if she should take a seat on the single chair. Agitation was crawling up and down her back. She unbuttoned another button on her blouse… then rebuttoned them all. She couldn’t decide what was best, and her hands were shaking so badly, she was going to pop off a button, so she left it alone. She noticed a stray black cat hair on her sleeve, which reminded her that she hadn’t seen Salem since Eliphas carried her off in his arms. Magick only knew where she was now.

      After what seemed like several decades, Eliphas’s door swung open.

      He smiled wide. “Come.” He gestured her inside his room.

      She’d never been in his private chambers—those were reserved for Initiates—and she wasn’t sure what she expected but a room almost entirely comprised of draperies and pillows wasn’t it. A central chandelier threw a thousand speckles of light and served as a hub for a sheer fabric ceiling—it hung from the center and was pinned to the corners of the room. Eliphas took her hand and led her to step onto a vast mattress in the middle, twenty feet on a side and low to the floor.

      “Oh, my dear, beautiful, Verity.” The soft, sultry tone of his voice sent a shiver through her.

      This is it. Ritual consecration would have to take place on the altar, but this was when he would tell her she was ready. She blinked as he carefully navigated the pillows strewn on the firm mattress, which was more of a thick pad, bringing her to the center. Her skin tingled.

      As always in his presence, electric shocks from the future and the past collided and spun her senses. He was a walking nexus in the chaos magick, and that left her as breathless as the soft caress of his hand and the lingering gaze on her chest. And there was the constant magnetism of his Talent, the raw sexuality that he’d gained from thousands upon thousands of acts of sexual magick. That was the core of his beliefs—that sexual magick was sacred magick. That it enhanced all Talents in all people and should be shared widely to unlock the potential of each and every adept. Even simples benefitted. But his followers—those who followed his practices—saw their Talents likewise enhanced. His Initiates were his carefully chosen favorites from among his followers, the ones who could personally enhance Eliphas’s power so he could lead the others more faithfully—both directly through ritual sex acts with him, and indirectly through the ambient energy they provided by engaging in sexual acts with each other. She would be joining not just with Eliphas but the entire group.

      She shivered as he examined her, the anticipation practically melting her.

      He brushed a hand across her cheek and gently caressed her hair. “I treasure the gift you’re offering me, Verity. I hope you know that.”

      “I do,” she breathed.

      “Not just because of the power of your virginal offering. Or because of your beauty.” He trailed a finger down her neck to the exposed skin of her chest. He lightly traced the top curve, and his touch stilled her breath. He smiled and peered into her eyes. “But because of the great power I sense lying dormant within you. Your latent Talent waiting to be set free.” He leaned in, one hand slipping behind her neck, the smooth skin of his cheek brushing against hers. In her ear, he whispered, “When I take you… when your body becomes mine… I will unlock that sexual energy I can feel pulsing inside you. You’ve waited so long for me, Verity.”

      “Yes.” Holy magick, she could barely breathe. She wanted to grab hold of him, bring him closer, rip her clothes off… something. But it wasn’t her place to decide this or guide it.

      Eliphas pulled back, and the sheer masculinity of him was overwhelming. The open shirt and bare chest. His strong hands on her neck and her waist, holding her firm. The sexy smirk and the blazing green eyes.

      Eyes that were devouring her. “As a monk,” he whispered, the hand at her waist traveling up and caressing her breast through her blouse, “I can’t wait to see the full flowering of your magick.” His hand rose and slipped her blouse off her shoulder, taking her bra strap with it, exposing the top half of her breast. She tried not to gasp, but her lungs were desperate for air. “But as a man…” Eliphas pushed the fabric of her blouse and bra aside, exposing her breast completely. Her nipple stood painfully at attention, and when Eliphas stroked it with his thumb, she nearly cried out. “Oh… as a man,” he breathed, “I’m going to enjoy every inch of you.” He suddenly went down on one knee, grabbed her breast firmly, and laved his tongue across her nipple.

      Then she did cry out, convulsing with his touch. Her heart was pounding so hard she could hear it in her ears. She probably would have fallen over if not for his strong hold—his hands on her waist and her breast, her nipple tight between his teeth. He nipped her, and it spawned an ache between her legs that she could barely stand. His tongue ran circles around her nipple, then he bit again. The deep moan inside her was shocking and embarrassing… and holy magick, she wanted more.

      But then suddenly he was standing and oh, so gently raising her blouse back over her breast, settling it in place with a pat. “Soon, my sweet Verity. Very soon.”

      Soon? “What?” She felt like crying. Real tears. The painful, mournful kind.

      “Are you eager?” There was a wolfish look in his eyes now as he peered into hers and once again slipped his hand behind her neck, holding her firm as he gazed down at her. “I like my Initiates so full of desire they’re melting with it.”

      That certainly described her body’s desperate, wanton state. She swallowed the dryness in her mouth from breathing so hard. “I’m ready. So ready.”

      He smiled. “Good. There are just a few things we need to take care of first.”

      Her disappointment was crushing. “What things?”

      He ran a finger across her lips. “That fiancé of yours… he’s a delightful gift. But his love for you is so apparent. You know what I think of that.”

      “Love must be set free.” Dammit! Agent Bane would screw this for her. “He’s really not—”

      “Shhh.” He tapped her lips. “He is welcome based on your love alone. But he must be prepared. And his attachment to you must be broken. You understand.”

      “There can’t be any favorites within the Initiates.”

      “Precisely.”

      She did understand—there could be no restrictions on sex magick. Everyone must be available at all times for Eliphas, of course, but for one another as well. That was the commitment—one she was fully willing to make, assuming Eliphas could guide her in controlling her Talent, but Wylde? How far was he willing to take his undercover duties?

      “He’s, um…” Shit, what excuse could she make?

      “Delightfully naïve.” Eliphas smiled wider, with more of that hungry look coming back. “I have the perfect Initiate to introduce him to the garden of earthly delights. If he cannot commit to our ways, we’ll know then.”

      She swallowed but just nodded.

      “And there’s one more thing that I must have.” A smile tugged at the corner of his lips.

      “Anything.” And she would literally give him anything—what was anything she possessed worth, including her own body, if she couldn’t live a full life? A real life.

      “Your sister, Mercy.”

      Verity blinked and leaned slightly out of the close embrace he still held her in. “What about her?”

      “She possesses a singular Talent.” There was a gleam in his eyes. “I wish to unlock every Talent in every adept—you know this. It’s the vision I’ve had from the beginning. But she possesses a Talent I’m sure is rare. And illegal. Those are the most powerful because they upend the established order. You know this, too. Whatever your sister’s Talent, I need to know what it is… and how she unlocked it.”

      Her stomach chewed on itself. “I don’t know when she unlocked it. I mean… I just learned about it myself.”

      He kissed her on the forehead. “Tell me,” he whispered.

      Her conscience twisted and stabbed her. But she knew enough about Eliphas to know this was non-negotiable. And what harm could it do, really? Mercy sent her here to get information. Surely, she should be willing to trade for it. “She calls it whisper magick. It’s mental magick. She can control people’s minds with it.”

      Eliphas smiled. “Powerful. Illegal. Highly subversive. I approve.”

      Guilt dragged down Verity’s shoulders. And that spurred her to at least get Mercy something in exchange. “Mercy thinks you’re involved in this whole med-magick scandal.”

      Eliphas’s eyes flashed. “The FBI seems convinced as well.”

      Her lips trembled. “You resurrected those people’s powers. You brought them back after the drugs destroyed them. Eliphas… please tell me. How?”

      He caressed her hair and smiled. “How do I command any Talents? How do I know the future has arrived? How can I reach into the minds and souls and bodies of others and liberate their Talents, even when I don’t know what those Talents may be?” He pulled her close and brushed his lips across hers, a non-kiss that was so erotic her knees literally went weak. “By the power of sacred magick. My Initiates, in particular, give me strength. And I can nearly taste the day when you will be among them.”

      She shuddered as he pulled away again.

      “Tell your sister that I desire her Talent to join the pantheon of Talents in our temple,” he said.

      She jolted and shot him a panicked look.

      “It is not required,” he said with a smirk. “Just an invitation. Tell her I have nothing whatsoever to do with these med-magick drugs Dr. Raine was developing. I’d never met the man, nor his assistant, until that day of the conference. I was as in the dark as any attendee as to what he had planned. But I cannot say I disapprove—maybe of his methods, but the man’s genius has brought my prophecy to fruition. Sometimes a great cost is exacted on the way to great liberation. That is how I choose to see it, anyway—that those poor people who lost their lives to his maniacal drive were, in the end, redeemed by the great freedom that sacrifice bought for all the rest of us.”

      Verity nodded with his every word. Of course. She knew exactly what he meant. Sometimes the future came, and it was horrible—like when she foresaw her mother’s death. It’s not a thing you can stop—the future—even when you know what it is. But you have to move on and do the best you can with what fate has delivered to you. That was what Eliphas was doing. This mad scientist did a crazy thing, and as awful as that was, it paved the way for Eliphas and his message to liberate not just his chosen few… but everyone.

      Who could argue with that?

      “I’ll tell her.”

      Eliphas smiled even wider. “Then we only have to break in your fiancé, and your time will be at hand, sweet Verity.” He kissed her on the forehead once more, only this time, it felt like a dismissal. Disappointment still dragged on her heart, and it trembled with uncertainty about Wylde and just what he’d be willing to do. But that had to be a solvable problem, one way or another.

      Either way, Eliphas was clearly not involved with Tobin Raine or the murdered experimentees or the development of the drugs. She had no proof—still—but she was even more sure. Somehow, she would have to convince the FBI agent staying in her room there was nothing here for him to investigate. That it was time for him to leave.

      Or to go all-in and join Eliphas’s harem.
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      The temple wasn’t far from the FBI’s Chicago field office, but Wylde took two separate buses and a cab and was walking the last half mile on foot, just to be sure he wasn’t followed. He was still in his street clothes—unlike the supplicants who seemed all half dressed—so he blended once he’d left the temple. He needed to check in with SAIC Burrows, but he could barely focus. Mental images of Verity giving up her “virginity magick” to an asshole cult leader who would do magick-knew-what to her haunted him. He wanted to turn right around and go back and stop it. But saving Verity wasn’t his job… even if he felt it should be.

      His job was to stop Eliphas altogether—because it wasn’t just Verity’s mind and body at stake. Now that he’d met the man, Wylde knew Eliphas was capable of anything. He possessed a rare Charisma Talent, stronger than any cult leader Wylde had encountered before. And the man’s obsession with sex magick had to have grown out of a hidden incubus Talent—Wylde was certain of that. Which made Eliphas even more dangerous. The bureau’s theory that he was actively enhancing his Talents with the very drugs they believed he’d distributed to the unsuspecting citizens of Chicago was probably true—but even without that, he was feeding off all the sexual energy generated in the temple. Not just growing stronger by seducing powerful witches like Verity—and Wylde could sense she had real Talents even if he wasn’t so sure what they were—but the endless orgies and “purification” rituals and public sex acts were all real generators of magickal energy. Normally, sex magick only powered up those who engaged in it. But Eliphas could be telling the truth. Their “consecration” of the temple could, in a real way, be building his power. And if Wylde knew anything, it was that destruction followed like night after day when you gave a cult leader power of any kind.

      What would he do to Verity then?

      A haze of anger rose up and clouded Wylde’s mind. He knew why he cared so much about her, and it wasn’t because of her preternatural hotness. Or because her sass got under his skin in a not-unpleasant way. He cared because he was trying to save her, just like he tried to save all the others—saving girls like her was literally why he joined the FBI. No matter how many he rescued from the perverted clutches of some charismatic leader, it would never make up for losing his sister—he knew that—but losing even one burned like the first time, all over again.

      Fuck. He expected that torment. He signed up for it. Didn’t make it any better.

      As he neared the rear employee gate of the Chicago office, he used his phone to log into the bureau’s network and look through some of the files on the case. He needed a distraction, and to mentally prep for his report to SAIC Burrows, but there was one thing niggling at the back of his mind. Eliphas’s fuck toy. The woman who’d scurried out of his office dressed only in leather bondage straps. Wylde couldn’t shake the feeling he’d seen her before. Not that she stood out in any way—pretty and young and blond. Probably a hundred like her among Eliphas’s followers. The kink was something different, but Wylde couldn’t be sure if it was hers or his—Eliphas’s Talent could likely groom anyone into any act. It was just that strong. Wylde had felt it himself, and he was as straight as they came.

      He gave his passcode at the security gate—couldn’t afford to carry ID while undercover—and pushed through the turnstile. As he strode toward the employee entrance to the large, concrete building, he kept flipping through images on his phone, all associated with the case. Known victims of the drug trials, dead and alive. The Strange family and associates and employees—all were considered possible suspects, although the other two Strange sisters and their father seemed in deep with the bureau. Gang members originally involved in the distribution network. Employees of Raine Magitek, some in custody, most not. None of it clicked until he got to the surveillance images from the conference.

      Violet Thorne. Holy shit. He brought up her complete file. All the disguises, perfect for her pretty-but-generic-looking face. The most unique thing about her was her thinness—she was long-limbed and slender in the way that models often were. And abuse victims out to please their “Masters.” And apparently, she had a serious kink, as identified by Agent Payne. Strong need to be dominated, the notes read. Likely a submissive to Tobin Raine’s dominant.

      Looking straight at her arrest photo, Wylde still couldn’t tell if she was the same woman who scuttled out of Eliphas’s office. But the profile fit.

      Wylde hurried in the building and took an elevator straight to the 7th floor. Magickal Crimes Division. It was as busy as usual, even late on a Friday night—a sign things weren’t going well. He headed straight through the bullpen to the Special Agent in Charge’s office, on fire to tell her about the possible connection between Eliphas and Violet Thorne, but when he reached her office, she wasn’t alone.

      The Strange sisters—Ever and Mercy—were there with Agents Walker and Payne. Rumor was they were all hooking up, not that it was any of his business. Except he knew way too much about who their sister might be banging at this very moment and that was not something he wanted to discuss—for any of their sakes.

      “Um, I’ll just…” Wylde cringed. “I’ll check back with you, boss.”

      “Agent Bane. You’re back.” Burrows beckoned him into her office with a single finger that might as well have been a summoning spell. “Come give us a report.”

      Shit. “I don’t want to interrupt…” He flicked a look at Verity’s family.

      A flash of irritation crossed Burrows’ face—she was a great SAIC, precisely because she took no shit from anyone, but she was also sharper than any bureau chief he’d worked for and smarter than most agents. Her expression relaxed as she seemed to catch the reason for his hesitation.

      “We’re discussing possible assault scenarios for the temple,” Burrows said coolly, “so we don’t have any time to waste. Let’s hear it.”

      Fuck. “Right.” Wylde grimaced and stepped into her office, closing the door behind him. The space just wasn’t that big, and her desk took up most of it. The six of them were cramped. “So.” He cleared his throat. “It appears that Verity, er, Ms. Strange, is far deeper into the cult than I suspected. She’s apparently a contender to be inducted into Eliphas’s innermost circle, the Initiates. Might be happening as we speak.”

      “That’s good for our objective.” Burrows’ tone was careful and flat. The rest grew frowns as the meaning of that sunk in. By now, they had to understand the basics of Eliphas’s cult and how it operated. Mercy had already expressed concerns about talking her sister into the mission. Ever had seemed more confident that Verity could handle it, but now she looked slightly panicked. Agent Payne was nodding like this was validating whatever his wager was, and Agent Walker, the bureau’s only incubus Talent, was inscrutable. Wylde made a mental note to check with him about latent incubus powers and to clue Burrows into the extent of Eliphas’s Talent. No need to make it worse for the family at the moment.

      “I’m not sure what information she’ll be able to provide,” Wylde hedged. Verity made it clear she was an uncooperative asset—that was what Burrows had called her. To Wylde, she was just another one of Eliphas’s victims. He would not say that now, but he didn’t want Burrows thinking Verity was about to break open the case by getting seduced into the Initiates.

      “She wouldn’t lie,” Mercy said, speaking up from the side of Burrows’ desk, where she stood next to Agent Payne. “If she knew something about the drugs, she’d tell you.”

      Agent Payne shook his head. “She’ll say whatever he tells her to.”

      Mercy scowled but didn’t argue.

      Good. At least they understood that much. “I’ve got one lead,” Wylde said, hoping to change the subject. “I saw a woman at the temple that might be Violet Thorne.”

      “Might?” Burrows asked, eyes sharp on him. “How certain?”

      “Not probable cause certain.” Wylde grimaced. “I only got a glimpse. But the woman fit Thorne’s profile, and she was coming out of Eliphas’s private quarters. If we can place her in proximity to him for sure, I’d say that’s enough to shut it all down and bring him in.”

      Burrows nodded. “We’ve got a timetable on this too. Agent Walker?”

      Walker’s inscrutable expression inched toward a scowl. “We’ve sent another agent into the temple, posing as a supplicant. They’re through two levels of “purification” so far.”

      Wylde raised his eyebrows. “They work fast.” He knew what that meant. Orgies. And he was a little peeved Burrows hadn’t let him brief the agent before they went in. Cults could be seductive even without the non-stop sex magick—they usually took advantage of the vulnerable, but anyone with their pants down in an orgy room wasn’t exactly in an impervious-to-seduction state.

      Walker continued. “There’s some chatter about a “world-changing event” happening at the end of the three days of consecrating the temple. We’re already at the end of Day One, so that gives us two days before whatever this is comes to roost.”

      “And we’re getting reports of new Talents popping up all over the city,” Burrows added.

      Wylde frowned—none of that was good. “Do we know how extensive the exposure is to the med-magick drugs?”

      Mercy fished out her phone and held it up. There was some kind of graph on it. “We pulled together a quick-and-dirty test for whether you’ve been compromised by the gen-magick drugs. The test’s reliability isn’t the best. I’d really like more time to determine the variance and possible interference or false-positive test indicators—”

      “Just tell them,” Agent Payne said with a small smirk.

      She gave him a glare. They had a whole silent conversation of raised eyebrows, smirks, and eye rolls. Yeah, those two were definitely banging each other.

      Mercy tapped her phone and brought up a table of numbers. “A hundred and fifty test subjects from all across the city. All but one tested positive. He came into the city yesterday.”

      Wylde darted a look to Burrows, his eyebrows shooting up. “The entire city?”

      “Looks that way.” SAIC Burrows narrowed her eyes. “Violent crimes are up. People are getting a little frisky with these new Talents. The word on the street is that Eliphas is “empowering” supplicants and sending them back out to “maximize” the use of their new powers. That’s got the supplicants streaming in—that, plus the sex parties that are apparently part of this “purification process.” Agent Baxter has been rather detailed in her reports. The Mayor is starting to panic. And I wish I could say that was unjustified.”

      “Mercy’s working on a way to reverse the effects of the drugs,” Ever spoke up. “But she needs more time.”

      Next to her, Agent Walker was shaking his head. “I don’t think we’re going to get lucky that way.”

      “I don’t like any of it,” Burrows said. “And it’s all well and good to plan an operation to storm the temple and take Eliphas down, assuming we get enough for a warrant, but the last time I had a dozen agents in a room with the man, only one walked out alive.” She flicked a look to Agent Payne.

      He grimaced. “And that was just Violet. Who knows what Eliphas has for Talents. But I know mine is useless against him. Even when it hasn’t been disabled by med-magick. The man’s a sociopath.”

      And Verity was probably being fucked by him right now. Wylde’s stomach convulsed, but he swallowed down the revulsion.

      “I still think I can take him,” said Agent Walker.

      Incubus-on-incubus? Might work. But Wylde knew he was the ace in the hole in terms of Talent. So did Burrows. “You know what I have in my back pocket,” he said to her.

      She nodded gravely while everyone else’s ears perked up. But he wasn’t about to spill that bit of knowledge unnecessarily. “Which is why I want you back inside,” Burrows said. Then she tipped her head, and her expression softened. “I know this assignment is rough on you, Wylde. I know you’re just as worried about Verity as the rest of us.” She flicked looks to the other two Strange sisters, who seemed a little surprised by that declaration.

      Wylde felt his ears heat. “Just doing my job, Ma’am.” But it was a lie. This was personal for him. Every cult case was, but especially ones involving this particular kind of abuse.

      “I need you back in there doing it.” She gave him a pointed look. “I don’t care what you have to do, Wylde—we need actionable intel to shut Eliphas down, find his drugs, and stop whatever he’s planning in two days. And we need a way to do it without getting my agents slaughtered.”

      “Yes, Ma’am.” He glanced at Mercy Strange. “An antidote would be hella nice, though. If you can magick that up, please.”

      She nodded rapidly.

      “Okay, I’m going back in.” Wylde sucked in a breath. He hated the idea of returning to find a recently-deflowered Verity in their room. Just thinking about it made his stomach rebel again. “I’ll report back when I can, probably by secure channel. Too hard to get out of the temple without raising suspicions. It’s not a prison—they let me out—but they’re definitely tracking who comes and goes.” He tipped his head to Agent Walker. “Could I get your help with something on the way out?”

      “Sure.” He frowned and followed Wylde out of the SAIC’s office.

      Wylde waited until they were through the bullpen, standing by the elevator. He dropped his voice. “Tell Burrows that Eliphas is a low-grade incubus. Could be reflexive. Not sure.”

      Walker’s surprise was pretty mild. “That explains a lot.”

      “It does,” Wylde agreed. “He has a massive Charisma Talent, but it’s the incubus part that bothers me. He’s powering up with it, Zane. And I don’t know what his other Talents are, but they have to be getting stronger with that. We’re flying very much blind here.”

      “Fuck.” Walker scowled.

      “Precisely.” The elevator arrived. “Let Burrows know. I didn’t want to say it in front of the family.” He stepped in.

      Walker nodded. “How’s Verity, really?”

      Wylde just shook his head. “I’ll be in touch.”

      The elevator closed on Walker’s pinched look of concern.

      Wylde knew exactly how he felt.
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      “She’s short-haired and black, with the attitude of ten cats.”

      “Haven’t seen her.” The attendant for the volleyball court went back to raking the sand. There were two teams waiting to play, but a group of four was still having sex at the far end of the court. Eliphas encouraged healthy competition among his followers, with the “winners” choosing their partners from the losing team for the inevitable sex magick celebration afterward. The sand volleyball was a new addition—back in Tibet, it was foot races, wrestling, and chess for the more intellectually inclined. Verity had asked everyone not otherwise occupied; no one had seen Salem.

      Wylde was also missing. He wasn’t in the room when she returned from Eliphas’s quarters, which made her literally pound the pillows in frustration. Eliphas’s teasing had her body fired up, but her frustration was mostly emotional. She was so close. Wylde needed to leave—or join Eliphas’s harem, which Verity honestly couldn’t imagine, not with how he felt about everything. Then again, this was his job. Maybe undercover FBI agents had sex all the time to keep their covers—what did she know? But where the hell had he gone?

      As the minutes stretched into hours, a small terror crept into her heart—what if he’d found something? Not that she believed there was any evidence tying Eliphas to the drugs, but what if Wylde found something that made it appear that way? What if he… left because of it. She was nearly convinced he wasn’t in the building. She’d searched all the public areas twice, including the pools, and she couldn’t imagine he was in the purification rooms, but maybe she should look there. Instead, she headed to the administrative office. Eliphas had temples all over the world. They always had security and monitors. He was exceedingly careful about the safety of his followers, and there were invariably disgruntled boyfriends or family members who just couldn’t respect the choice their sons or daughters had made to follow him. Admins almost always had access to the security feeds—maybe she could find out if Wylde had left. Or Salem for that matter. Who knew what the cat was doing.

      It took a little asking around, but Verity finally found the admin office tucked off the main entrance hall. Sarah, one of Eliphas’s Initiates, was inside, working at her computer screen. Her desk was a nearly 360-degree affair with a bank of security monitors at her back and her regular screen facing the door.

      “Hey,” Verity said, stepping in. “Have a minute?”

      “For one of Eliphas’s favorites?” Sarah beamed. “Of course!”

      Verity felt the heat rise up in her cheeks. Favorite. That was a forbidden term, with all the connotation it carried, but Initiates operated by different rules. They could say the unspoken. They’d already been granted access to the innermost warrens not only of the movement but of Eliphas’s heart. She peeked at Sarah’s screen—she was working on an order for supplies. The sheet had all kinds of party stuff, and it was marked “Celebration.”

      “I’m hardly in favor with Eliphas these days,” she demurred. It wasn’t something you bragged about, even if others insisted.

      “Don’t be silly.” Sarah waved her closer as she rose from her chair, and it took a moment for Verity to realize she meant for them to greet more personally. The woman was stunningly beautiful, as all Initiates were—long blond hair, exquisitely sharp cheeks, and sparkling blue eyes. She was maybe thirty, but her body was lean and muscular—a dancer’s body—and the strength of her hug was impressive. The hug lingered, and when Sarah pulled back, she cupped Verity’s cheeks in her hands. “Eliphas knows a gem when he sees one,” she said, making Verity’s cheeks run even hotter. Then Sarah bit her lip and ran a thumb over Verity’s bottom lip. “I can’t wait for you to join us.” That heated Verity in a different way—not sexually, but a serious case of embarrassment. Because she knew what it meant to join the Initiates—that at some point Sarah would request her for sex magick, as they all would—and it was at moments like this that she felt her inexperience most keenly.

      “I hope I won’t disappoint you.” And she meant every word of that. In her heart, she knew her desire to join the Initiates was essentially selfish. She needed to control her Talent. That need drove her, not some desire to engage in sacred sex magick with the whole coterie of Initiates. For her own reasons, that part mostly terrified her—even the intense physical attraction with Eliphas scared her to some extent. She tried hard to have faith, to believe that copious sex magick was the path to a higher place—but her faith was so obviously forced compared to a true believer like Sarah. Being with Eliphas would save Verity—of that she had no doubt—but the rest was just part of the package.

      Sarah laughed and released her. “Oh, you do not have to worry about that.” She swept a heated look over Verity, but they both knew nothing could come of it without Eliphas’s direction. Verity was a favorite—one in contention for the Initiates—and everyone knew that meant hands off until Eliphas had consecrated her and brought her into the inner circle. Soon, she vowed to herself.

      Sarah settled back into her swivel chair. “What can I help you with?”

      “I’m looking for my, um, cat.” She didn’t need to start rumors of a runaway fiancé.

      Sarah nudged her chair over to the security panels. There was no sign on the couple dozen screens of a black cat. “I thought I saw her with Eliphas earlier.”

      “Yeah, he took her for a while,” Verity said, checking the screens for Wylde. Nothing, but these were only the major public rooms and the entrance. “But when I saw him just a short time ago, she wasn’t with him. I forgot to ask.” She gave Sarah a sheepish look, and she nodded knowingly. “I’m afraid she might have slipped out the front. Can we run back through the tapes?”

      “Sure.” Sarah queued up the day’s monitoring of the entrance and sped it up. It was hard to see the faces as people raced in the security line and out through the side door. “I’m not seeing any cats making a run for it.” It took a while to get through the whole day’s footage, but there was no sign of Salem or Wylde. Verity had to admit she could have easily missed either one.

      Verity sighed. “She probably found the kitchen and is ransacking the place.”

      Sarah grinned. “I’m sure she’ll turn up.”

      Verity’s sense of the chaos magick all around them was constantly in flux in the temple, but at that moment, a familiar pulse washed in from the future. Wylde. She only could sense a person’s future-stream if they were nearby—or if they were like Eliphas and had worldwide impact—which meant Wylde was here. Or would be soon. And that would change things somehow.

      “Can I see the entrance line one more time?” She leaned forward to get a better look. Sure enough, at the back of the line, waiting to get searched on the way in… Wylde. “You know, I might just ask the security guys if they’ve seen her.”

      “Good luck!” Sarah called as she hustled out.

      Verity waited in the darkened entranceway. The breathy sounds of sex magick filled the space. Would she make those sounds when Eliphas finally took her? He’d barely touched her so far, and she already was embarrassing herself with deep-seated moans. The answer there was obviously yes. As she waited for Wylde, she watched the couple in the closest alcove. She’d observed plenty of sex magick, and these two weren’t doing anything unusual. They were standing with the woman bent forward and the man entering her from behind. She gripped the curtains to stay upright. It was the look on her face that caught Verity’s attention. She seemed surprised by every thrust, and yet obviously enjoying every second. It was a little unsettling, but then the woman came with an open-mouthed moan and shaking of her legs that seemed to overwhelm her. She lost her grip on the curtains, and the man had to catch her by the hips to keep her from pitching forward. The woman recovered, bent double in an impressive display of flexibility, grabbed her ankles… and they continued as before.

      Verity blinked and looked away. That loss of control—it was what she feared most of all. Because that’s how it was before, that first time, and it nearly destroyed her. She swallowed down the dryness in her mouth as Wylde finally pushed through the revolving door. His hair was mussed like he’d been in a windstorm or maybe running his hands through it a lot. He strode purposefully forward and didn’t seem to see her coming until she practically ran into him.

      “Verity.” He stopped dead in his tracks.

      “Keep walking,” she said, forcing a smile and slipping her hand in his, keeping their cover for Sarah who was probably watching.

      Wylde frowned but obliged.

      Once they were striding again toward the back of the hall, she hiss-whispered. “Where have you been?”

      “Went for a walk.” He gave a pointed look around like he didn’t want to be overheard. Which was fair—she needed to talk privately with him anyway.

      “I was worried about you,” she said with a tight smile. “We need to talk.”

      “Yes, we do.” He was looking over her like he expected to find something. What the hell?

      “You didn’t change your clothes,” he said coolly.

      “Why would I change my clothes?” She gave him a look like he was crazy then picked up the pace once they reached the end of the entrance hall. Her quick strides had him slightly jogging to keep up. They passed the purification rooms, each in full use, then the pools, then the dungeons with their red light and various restraints. A couple were empty, but she didn’t want to be found in there with Wylde—might give someone the wrong idea, and she didn’t need rumors like that on top of everything else.

      “Why the hurry?” Wylde asked, concern carving a frown on his face.

      They were still a long way to their private room, but they’d reached the altar room, and that was always empty. Unless Eliphas was consecrating a new Initiate. No one else could have sex in there—that was one of the few things strictly forbidden in the entire temple—but they could duck inside and talk.

      Wylde’s eyes went wide as she tugged open the glass door and quickly waved him inside. “I thought this was where Eliphas did his thing with the virgins.”

      She scowled and closed the door. “His thing is sacred sex magick, but yes—this is where it happens. At least the ritual part.”

      His expression went flat. “So was it good for you?”

      “What?” She just blinked… then it hit her. He didn’t know. “No, that’s why I need to talk to you! Eliphas says I’m ready, but he wants to Initiate us both. Together. Which means you need to go through purification and—”

      “Hang on.” His eyes lit up. “Are you saying you didn’t… that you’re not an Initiate?”

      “Yes, I’m still a virgin.” For magick’s sake… she clasped her hands together like she was begging him. “Can we please focus on the issue at hand?”

      But he just stepped forward and took her by the shoulders. “Verity.” His voice was softer, pleading, as he peered into her eyes. “Do you love him?”

      “What?” Why was he suddenly so intense?

      “Do you love Eliphas Storm?” he asked carefully and slowly. “As a man. Are you in love with him?”

      “No.” She wriggled out of his grasp and stepped all the way back to the altar. Its marble slab was cold through her thin skirt. “Love has nothing to do with this.”

      “Then why are you giving yourself to him, body and soul?” Wylde looked pained. “He’s not going to save you. He’s just… using you.”

      “That’s not true!” How did this get derailed so quickly?

      “Why aren’t you an Initiate yet?” Wylde gave her a hard stare.

      “I… because… because there are things that…” Why was she having to explain this?

      “Things you have to do first.” But his voice was cool.

      “Yes!” Relief gushed through her. “Things like have my fiancé go through purification—”

      Wylde folded his arms. “He’s put conditions on it.”

      “Well, of course—”

      “And this isn’t the first time.”

      “No, but…” She stopped. Her heart was thudding. Those angry tears were threatening to come back.

      Wylde unlocked his arms and stepped closer. “He’s manipulating you.” His voice was soft again. “First one condition. Then the next. Each time there’s just one more thing. Each time, he builds the stakes a little more. Asked you for things you vowed you’d never do. But you’ve done them, haven’t you?”

      She thought of spilling Mercy’s secret and cringed.

      Wylde caught that small motion and nodded. “It’s how they build commitment. A sense of obligation. The more you’ve done for him—the more you’ve sacrificed—the more committed you are to following through. It’s perverse, but it works. We don’t want to think all that effort, all that sacrifice, all those compromises, were for nothing.”

      “It’s not like that.” But it was… at least a little. And it made her stomach curl.

      “What did he make you do?” There was nothing but sympathy in Wylde’s eyes.

      “Nothing.” But it was weak. She looked away. “Nothing I wasn’t willing to do.” She swung back to glare at him. “You’re just here to get evidence against him. And if there’s evidence to be found, I can find it once I’m an Initiate. I’ll have access to everything—all the files, all the computers, all the databases. That’s why he’s so careful and won’t let just anyone in—because he has to trust us implicitly. He’s not using us—we’re his family.”

      “Verity, he’s not—”

      She held up two fingers, one on each hand, to stop him. “Just listen to me. I need to do this—for me. And you need me to do this—for your investigation. So you’ve only got one choice to make. Either you go through the purification and join the Initiates with me—and I’ll prove to you he’s not involved in any of this—or get out now. Leave. I’ll tell him you weren’t ready to make the commitment, and I’ll be free to be consecrated on my own. When I get the proof you want, I’ll send it to you—I promise. I want him cleared so the FBI will stop investigating him and find the real people behind all this craziness.”

      Wylde hesitated, just standing there blinking for a moment. “I don’t…” He swallowed. “I don’t want to leave you alone in this.” He said it so sweetly that it actually softened the clench in her stomach.

      “You didn’t sign up for the purification,” she said. “It’s… this is just your job. I know that. Having sex with strangers probably isn’t part of an FBI Agent’s job description. It’s okay to say no.” But a weird, squirming part of her didn’t want him to leave. He seemed to genuinely care, even if he was misguided in his concerns. And no one in forever, other than Eliphas, had known her real situation—her true dilemma—and truly cared about it. About her. Mostly because she hadn’t been able to share it with her family. Even Eliphas didn’t know the full extent of it, much less Agent Bane. But she didn’t doubt his intentions were good. He was trying to save her even if she didn’t need to be saved.

      Before he could answer, a tap tap came from the altar room glass door. On the other side was Alana, who Verity decided must be one of Eliphas’s personal assistants as well as their guide. She wasn’t an Initiate—Verity knew them all by sight, if not personally—unless Eliphas had consecrated her since the conference.

      Alana opened the door. “Ms. Strange, Eliphas has sent me. He says your fiancé is ready to begin his purification?” She looked expectantly at Wylde.

      Oh, shit. Verity looked at him. “You can take more time to decide—”

      “No, it’s okay.” Then he surprised her again by stepping up to her, gently taking her cheeks in his hands, and dropping a quick, soft kiss on her forehead. “I’m not leaving you alone in this.” It was a vow. An oddly personal vow, and mysteriously, it brought tears to her eyes.

      She had no words, but he didn’t seem to want any.

      He just turned and met Alana at the door and slipped out.

      Verity braced her hands against the altar behind her and watched him go. Chaos magick swirled in from the future. He was going to some meeting with fate, one she couldn’t even begin to see clearly with all the tangled mess of magick around her. But it struck her this wasn’t just a job for Special Agent Wylde Bane. That he was marching off to do magick-knew-what—purification was designed to break bonds and loosen souls—but it wasn’t to stop Eliphas.

      It was to save her.

      She stuffed down the feelings that dredged up. She couldn’t afford anything welling up from that deep and quiet place inside her. The one she’d shut down that first time when feeling too much had nearly destroyed her. But she wouldn’t have to stay locked up forever. Not anymore. Wylde would help her. And then Eliphas. And then she’d finally be able to be herself again—a full person who didn’t have to fear her own feelings. A witch in control of her powers. A real, complete person.

      Verity marched herself back to the room she shared with Wylde to await his return.
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      Slender, dark-haired Alana strode purposefully back down the hallway.

      Toward the purification rooms.

      Wylde’s head was spinning. Whatever this was, he had to go along to stay with Verity and hopefully convince her to leave the cult. And also somehow get the information they needed to bring down Eliphas. But to do that, he had to keep his cover, which meant visibly struggling to signal I’m a naïve virgin that your cult leader will want to abuse. Which was fucking hard when all he wanted to do was throat punch the guy. Or worse.

      The way Eliphas was manipulating Verity was driving him insane.

      And giving him flashbacks. His past, Verity, the present need to stop this guy—all of it smashed together, squeezing his chest tight. It all pointed hard to stay in the cult. Which meant playing the part.

      “I, um…” Wylde struggled to sound somehow naïve about what was happening. “I’ve never done this before. Anything like this.”

      Alana threw him a wide smile. “Of course. That’s part of why Eliphas has chosen you.”

      Wylde tried to look appropriately shocked. “But how am I supposed to know what to do?”

      Alana stopped in front of one of the bondage rooms. Of course. A flash of concern lit up the fear centers of his mind. He let that show on his face. “This has to be a mistake.”

      “Oh, don’t worry.” Her smile gentled, and she placed a soft hand on his arm. He’d discarded his leather overcoat in the room before he left to check in with the bureau, leaving just his short-sleeved t-shirt, so her touch was skin-to-skin. “There’s no pain here for you—only pleasure.”

      He tried to look gob-smacked and peered in the small window to the red-tinted room. He couldn’t see much. Some restraints on the far wall, padded wall and floor cushions but no people. “I don’t…” He looked back to Alana. “I don’t know what any of this is for.” That was a lie—he’d seen more than one sex dungeon. Only one was consensual, and the others left him with a reflex roiling his stomach. “I don’t know what to do.” That was the truth.

      Alana massaged his arm and leaned closer. Suddenly there was a lot of heat in her eyes. “When you’re done here, I’m next in line for your purification. If you want someone who can educate you, I will be more than happy to show you just what to do.” She squeezed his arm and then released it. “Honestly, Verity should have explained the process of purification to you.”

      He shrugged helplessly.

      She seemed annoyed by that. “Well, I suppose you are a fairly recent addition. And things have been rather busy of late.” She gestured to the small window. “A female follower has been prepared for you. The room is reserved for the entire night. You should do to her whatever you find pleasurable for as long as you desire. Your pleasure is the only thing that matters here. This step in the purification serves two purposes. Firstly, your love for Verity must not be allowed to interfere with your ability to enhance the sacred sex magick of the temple. There can be no favorites. Secondly, becoming one of Eliphas’s Initiates means you must be able to uphold this sacred duty, whenever and however he commands. He knows what is necessary to bring the New World into being, and we must each do our part. Today, he commands you to enhance the sex magick of the temple with this follower in a way that is pleasurable to you. If you are unable to perform this duty, he will know.”

      Wylde gave the room a wide-eyed look. “Are there cameras?”

      Alana smiled, slyly, like this was exactly the right question to ask. “No. There are no cameras in the discipline rooms. Eliphas makes his own laws and those for his followers, but he doesn’t want any evidence that can be used against the movement by the authorities who still believe they have dominion over us. You are free to do whatever you wish.”

      Wylde swallowed for effect. “I… I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

      Alana laughed lightly. “You don’t have to.” She narrowed her eyes. “Although I assure you that Eliphas has carefully selected this follower for you. There is nothing you can do—or not do—that she will not enjoy.”

      Wylde swallowed again, this time for real. She was giving him free license to abuse whoever was in this room. “Okay.” What the fuck was he going to do with this?

      She smiled, and it was kindly. “Remember: the most important thing is to break any inhibition you have, any false loyalty you may feel to Verity that might stop you from engaging in this sacred sex magick. And it is sacred. This is on direct orders from Eliphas. Verity understands this process, even if you are learning it just now. She will have no favorites as well, once Eliphas consecrates her on the altar. She has long prepared for that in her heart, despite her love for you, even while keeping her sacred virginity magick intact for Eliphas alone.”

      The fucking virginity magick again—Wylde struggled to keep the anger off his face.

      “But for you,” Alana continued, “Eliphas wants to be sure you’re able to perform the sacred duties before you commit. He wants you to be sure. If you cannot fulfill those duties, then you will be asked to leave the temple. There is no other option, I’m afraid. Do you have any questions?”

      He shook his head.

      She took a key from her pocket and went to unlock the door.

      “Oh, wait…” Wylde said. “You said I have all night. I mean, what if I’m, er, done early?”

      She smirked. “Rest. Take your time. Enjoy the full measure of what Eliphas has commanded here for you. Leaving early would be, shall we say, frowned upon.”

      He nodded and bit his lip like this might be a challenge. In truth, he had no fucking clue how this would go.

      She swung the door open. “I’ll be back to collect you in the morning.”

      His eyebrows hiked up, and he hesitated at the threshold. “Are you locking me in?”

      She rolled her eyes. “No, of course not. You’re free to leave anytime. But if you leave before I come for you… you will need to leave entirely. Leave the temple. And not return. This is a test for you, Wylde, and you must pass it to continue on. Do you understand?”

      “I think so.”

      She frowned a little and hesitated. “I really shouldn’t… but…” She pursed her lips and held out her hand. “Give me your phone.”

      “My phone?” But he fished it out of his pocket. His heart skipped a beat as she perused the address book. Fortunately, he’d brought a burner as part of his cover. There was only Verity’s number in there and a few other ones which were fake.

      Alana tapped in something then handed it back. “If you’re not quite sure what to do…” The heat was back in her eyes. “Call me. I’ll talk you through it.” Then she raked a gaze over his body and gestured him into the room.

      “Thank you.” He bit his lip like he was still very uncertain but turned and stepped into the room. It was so dimly lit, the red light washing everything out, it was hard to spot the girl who had been “prepared” for him.

      The door swished closed behind him just as he spied her in the corner.

      She was kneeling, bent over a padded, red block. He barely recognized her as a person at first because she was so covered up. Some kind of form-fitting black fabric—it looked shiny, like rubber—covered the top half of her, almost entirely. Her head was entirely covered except for her nose and lips, which were parted and painted red with lipstick. The head-mask flowed in a single piece of fabric to cover her back down to her buttocks, which were bare and thrust up into the air. Holes were cut to reveal her breasts, which were mashed against the red block she was knelt over. Her arms were covered in black, even her hands, which were shackled to the wall in front of her. Her legs were tied with rope that crisscrossed across her pale flesh, ending in shackles across her bare ankles that were anchored to the floor. Her legs were spread wide.

      She was basically immobile and in a position to be fucked.

      How long had she been here?

      “Hello,” he called as he approached. Could she even hear him with the rubber mask covering her ears? She couldn’t see him approaching—there were no holes for her eyes.

      The room was a playground of pain—a dozen different whips and floggers, even more clamps and weights, all hung artfully on the wall. There were yards and yards of rope and sashes, a whole forest of dildos attached to the wall plus a red-lacquer cabinet with a glass dish on top filled with gold-wrapped condoms. The furniture was all restraint devices of one kind or another.

      What was he supposed to do? Just whip out his dick and fuck this woman whose face he couldn’t even see? Even if he was into the kink—which he was decidedly not, given his history of seeing way too much abuse in rooms that looked just like this—there were no safe words here. No consent. Not even the illusion of it.

      This was all set up with one purpose. To give him free rein to abuse the fuck out of this girl with zero consequences. No, the consequence came if he didn’t abuse her. This fucking guide, Alana, was on tap to give him a step-by-step guide on how to do it, if he wasn’t enough of a monster to figure that out himself.

      Fuck.

      “My name is Wylde,” he said, loudly, in case the mask muted his voice. He was closer now but had stopped a few feet away. He could see her tense—the long, lean legs twitched slightly then calmed. They were wrapped in erotic bondage so artful that it reminded him of shibari—the one time he’d seen bondage done with consent. The girl, his partner then, had meant well. She knew his past and wanted to help him move beyond it. And she was really good at creating that Japanese style of artful binding of beautiful young bodies. He’d tried—a few times, actually—and it was surprisingly fun. She said she felt a release when he bound her, even more than the sex itself, which he had to admit, had been hot.

      But that was play. With safe words and talk and consent. More than that, it had been therapy for him—failed therapy in the end, but a pleasurable one, regardless. He just couldn’t shake the negative images from his past. Not just the things he witnessed, the abuse he couldn’t unsee, but the times he was forced to do exactly this.

      Fuck someone who couldn’t say no.

      Only today, this girl could. Her mouth wasn’t covered. He knelt down beside her and quickly assessed the restraints. It would take some work to undo them. She sure as hell couldn’t do it herself.

      “What’s your name?” he asked quietly. The room had a hush all its own.

      Her mouth twitched but remained closed. She was carefully selected… Was this her kink? Did that make it okay? Not to him. But whatever got her here, bent over a padded block, ready to accept whatever fuckery—and outright fucking—he decided to dole out, she wasn’t going to easily let that go. That’s what cults did to people—terrorized them into submitting to the will of the Leader. Or convincing them that their only way to getting whatever they needed—love, security, family, belonging—was to put up with this shit.

      “Look, we don’t have to do it like this.”

      She just pressed her lips tighter.

      Wylde sat down next to the block, his back against the wall, legs folded. “Can you at least tell me your name?”

      Nothing.

      Was he going to have to fuck this girl? What was this business about “Eliphas will know” if there were no cameras? Was it bullshit or did the man have some kind of sexual magick sensitivity that could sense one couple fucking in a temple filled with people fucking? If Eliphas had a latent incubus Talent, as Wylde suspected, that actually could be true.

      “We have all night here,” he mused out loud. “You’ll have to tell me your name eventually.”

      Not even the slightest movement.

      Could he do it? Fuck this girl, go along with Eliphas’s disturbed “purification” plan long enough to get back to Verity and talk her into leaving? Maybe use this as a reason for her to leave? The insanity of it? It was that or punch out now. Alana made that clear—along with the fact that she was up next in the queue. And magick knew who else. He’d probably end up in the damn orgy room before he got clear of this. Could he handle that? Without losing himself or blowing his cover?

      “It’s not the same,” he said, out loud, no doubt confusing the girl bound next to him, awaiting his abuse, sexual and otherwise. “It’s not the same,” he repeated, more quietly, his hands clasped together and banging lightly on his forehead. He could say it as much as he liked, but he wasn’t sure he believed it. And he’d worked way too hard to learn how to have sex that wasn’t abuse—that wasn’t every single wrong lesson he’d learned in the cult he was born into—to just go right back to it. Even if it was just playacting.

      “Okay, look,” he said to the girl, “I just can’t do this. Not like this.” He placed his hand on her gloved-and-shackled one attached to the wall. She twitched at the unexpected contact. He leaned in closer. “I’m all for making some sex magick with you… but I need to see your face.”

      She twitched hard at that, jerking her face away, turning toward the wall.

      “Okay, maybe not the mask.” He was blowing his cover here. “But you’ve got to at least talk to me.”

      She slowly turned her head back to him, lips still pressed tight.

      He reached out and stroked a finger down her cheek. Her lips parted, and he could practically hear her sigh. “I’ll make you a deal,” he said softly. “I know vanilla probably isn’t your thing, but it’s the only way I’m getting through this. You need to tell me you want it—you know, consent—and then we do the deed. Then we can hang out and play solitaire for the rest of the night, for all I care. I’m only here to get to the next level.”

      Her lips were closed again, pensive.

      He leaned closer and whispered, “I have a Talent that will make it worth your while.”

      Then he waited. And waited. But he could see the calculation in the twitch of her eyes under the mask and slow flexing of her toes. Maybe he’d have to give her a dose to convince her?

      Finally, she said, “What Talent?”

      He grinned. Then he bent close, conspiratorial. “It’s a healing Talent, only more. It reverses aging. But the side effect? It will make you beautiful like you’ve never dreamed.” Her lips had slowly parted. Shock? Pleasure? Hard to tell. “If you do this for me,” he vowed, “I’ll make you so beautiful no Master will be able to resist you. Including Eliphas.” That was a little over-promising, but what the hell. He could deliver the goods.

      She sighed, and he could see the shudder run through her body.

      “But the mask has to go,” he said, still waiting for the yes. “I need to see your eyes.”

      She didn’t jerk away this time. But she didn’t say anything, either.

      “You gotta say it.” He stroked her cheek again, this time flooding in a little of that healing magick that felt like life itself. Youth. Energy. Effervescent and vibrant, a bright sunny day in the middle of the discipline room.

      She sucked air through her teeth. He’d have been disappointed with anything less.

      “Say it,” he insisted. “The mask goes first. I’ll get to the rest after that.”

      “Take it,” she breathed.

      He smiled. He might even do a little good here. Heal a bit of whatever ailed this girl. Whatever landed her here as Eliphas’s fuck toy to lend out, no safety rails, aching for abuse. Disposable. No one should think their life mattered so little—that they were worth so little—that they needed this for release. And if they did, they deserved someone like his hot ex-girlfriend who knew her kinks and her whips and just how to pleasure with them. And care for her partner after.

      He rose up to his knees and tugged at the mask, and even with the girl not fighting him, it wasn’t easy. The thing was skin tight. And the rubbery material was not conducive to stretching. When he finally worked it up over her forehead, it fell back easily to spill out copious amounts of long, blond hair, which fell and obscured her face. Still kneeling next to her, he used a single finger to lift her chin to look at him. He smiled at the almost owlishly big blue eyes… then his smile died.

      “Holy fuck.” His mouth worked, but his brain stalled out. “You’re Violet Thorne.”

      Her eyes flew wide, then her face twisted in fury. Her hands jerked against her shackles, and Wylde just watched in horror. She was trying to conjure.

      Shit. He tried to grab her face, but she’d turned into a full-body, thrashing nightmare, incipient magick sparking out of her hands even covered with gloves and hampered by restraints. He fell back and freaked for a moment… then slapped his hand on her ass and grabbed hold.

      She screamed as he pulled the life out of her.

      It didn’t last long.

      The wail faded, but the thrashing continued. He kept pulling. His Talent for reversing aging, for creating the spectacular beauty he had promised her, worked equally well in the forward direction. If he pulled fast enough, drawing the magick of life straight out of the body, he could simply knock someone out without doing permanent damage.

      “Stop fighting me!” he shouted at her, planting his other hand on her second butt cheek.

      She thrashed and bucked and… stopped.

      “Fuck.” He stumbled up from the floor and staggered back. He hadn’t killed her—probably. But thank magick she had finally succumbed. Even so… there were lines pulling at the corners of her eyes that weren’t before, and she was an unnatural shade of gray. He could fix that, but not before… what? What the hell was his next move?

      Wylde ran his hands through his hair, but there was only one answer.

      He had Violet Thorne. The FBI could come and take her into custody, but then what? Her being unconscious in Eliphas’s sex dungeon hardly meant she was helping him develop bioweapons. Once Violet had been interrogated, they might have enough to arrest him, but by that time Eliphas would have packed up and moved his operations—and Verity—somewhere else. And probably destroyed all the evidence of whatever he’d been planning. At minimum, he’d be one step ahead of the FBI all the way. And Wylde could already tell—it would take time to break down Violet Thorne and get what they needed from her.

      No. Wylde had to keep this on the down low somehow. Maybe smuggle Violet out of the temple, get her to the FBI, then let them build a plan to take Eliphas down in a way that would really stop him.

      And Verity…

      I’m not leaving you alone in this.

      Wylde would keep that promise. No matter what.

      He knelt down to work a very limp and dead-looking Violet free from her shackles. Getting her out unnoticed would be tricky, but he’d already mapped five escape routes from the temple.

      One of them had to work.
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      It was seven in the morning, and Wylde had been gone all night.

      Verity knew that shouldn’t alarm her.

      He was doing what Eliphas had instructed—purification. She didn’t know exactly what kind of sex that meant. Each purification was tailored to the individual’s need to break bonds with the outside world, other sexual partners, past and present, and focus all their sacred energy on building the magick of the temple and Eliphas himself. It shouldn’t bother her that Wylde was having sex all night with someone—or several someones. And she definitely shouldn’t be lying awake half the night envisioning it. And there was absolutely no reason to be upset about it. And yet, here she was, agitated, sleep-deprived, with a head full of naked Wylde.

      It was perverse. He was off “breaking bonds” he didn’t even have with her, and here she was feeling a weird possessiveness over him. Was it that soulful vow? The look in his eyes when he said it? Was she so desperate to have someone care for her that she was spinning fantasies about it?

      Eliphas cared. That should be enough. It had been enough… until Wylde came along and insisted on worrying about her. Even if there was no need, and he was dead wrong about Eliphas, it was just so… sweet.

      Verity groaned at her reflection in the mirror. “Are you a love-struck teenager? No. You’re a twenty-four-year-old woman who’s about to make the most important decision of her life.” She gasped, and her reflection gasped back. Was that it? Was she just getting cold feet about the consecration?

      She’d changed into temple clothes, just the standard-issue gauzy white dress available to all. The thin silky fabric looped around her neck and draped down to barely cover each breast. It was cinched with a narrow braided-rope belt at her waist that could be easily untied, then the hanging fabric floated over a nearly transparent white skirt that danced around her ankles. Like all temple clothes, it was designed for easy access for sex.

      She was prepared for Eliphas.

      She imagined herself splayed out on the altar, her temple clothes a puddle on the floor. Eliphas would be naked. He would take her in the ritual position, holding her legs aloft while he plunged inside her. The other Initiates would bear witness. She’d dreamt of this a hundred times before. Only this time, Wylde would be there—assuming he took this ruse all the way—watching Eliphas lay claim to her body, heart, and soul. The others would have her too, each in turn, but she would always and forever belong to him first.

      Eliphas.

      Not Wylde. Of course, not Wylde. Then why, for the love of magick, was her imagination racing ahead to Wylde’s turn?

      “Stop it!” She jabbed a finger at her reflection. “Whatever this is, just… stop.” She would not let some silly crush on a hot FBI agent ruin everything she’d worked so hard and waited so long for. That was stupid… and she was not a stupid person. She knew full well what she was doing. And besides, the chaos magick in the temple had been in turmoil all night—a frenzy of signals pumping in from the future. Something was coming. And it wasn’t Wylde having orgasms with some girl, or girls, somewhere in the temple. It was her fate. Her future. And it was rolling toward her in a headlong rush, still inextricably bound with Eliphas. With Wylde too, that part was undeniable, but only Eliphas had the power to tame her Talent.

      To set her free.

      “Keep your head on straight,” she lectured herself in the mirror. “Just keep it cool, like you always do, and everything’s going to be fine.” The pep talk finally felt real.

      Just then, there was a fast rap on the door, and it swung open.

      Wylde. “Hey, you’re awake!” he said cheerily. Then he ran a look over her clothes. “Wow, you look great!”

      Their guide, Alana, had escorted him back to their room. She was looking less happy. “Are you sure she didn’t say anything before she left?

      Wylde just shrugged, somewhat haplessly. “She didn’t really say much the whole time.”

      Alana scowled, but Wylde strode into their room, all smiles. He draped an arm over Verity’s shoulders and kissed her cheek. Affectionately. “It was fantastic,” he gushed. “Just like you promised.”

      She struggled to smile. Irritation made it weak. His hair was mussed, and his cheeks were rosy—he certainly looked like he’d been having sex all night. And his sudden physical presence—touching her—was sending her off balance.

      Alana was still frowning at the door. “I’ll check in with Eliphas.”

      “Good idea!” Wylde said, his smile wide.

      What in the world was happening?

      Alana turned and left. Verity opened her mouth to say something like What the hell was that? but Wylde already had a finger across his lips to keep her quiet. He dashed to the door, closed it, then hurried back, seizing her by the shoulders.

      The goofiness was gone, replaced by a wild-eyed seriousness. “We don’t have much time. And I need your help.”

      “I, um… okay.” Verity tried to tamp down the panic rising in her chest. “What’s wrong?”

      “The woman Eliphas set me up with last night—she was Violet Thorne.”

      Verity frowned. “The researcher?” How had she managed to get into the temple?

      “The one who’s probably the mastermind behind developing the magick-stealing drugs?” he said, like this part she should know. “Yes, that Violet Thorne.”

      “So, you had sex with Violet Thorne?” Did Wylde use sex to get information out of her? Why was she even here? Verity couldn’t get past that point. It made no sense.

      Wylde dropped his frantic hold on her shoulders and pounded a fist into his forehead in frustration. “No, I did not have sex… Verity, that isn’t the important part!”

      “It’s not?” She felt dazed suddenly. Unmoored. Like nothing was making sense. It took a beat for her to realize that it was because the chaos magick all around her was swirling like she was in the middle of a hurricane. This was important. Right now. In this moment. But she didn’t know why.

      “Verity.” Wylde’s look of concern was entirely different now. Like he had called her name a couple times.

      She blinked and tried hard to shut out the magick and focus on Wylde. “You didn’t… you didn’t have sex with Violet Thorne, but that’s not important.” She blinked again. “What is important?”

      “Are you okay?” He slipped his hand to her cheek and scanned her face. He was worried about her.

      That sweetness brought everything back into focus. “I’m okay.” She pulled in a breath. “Tell me what’s happening, Wylde. I don’t understand.”

      “Okay.” His face pinched with concern, but he kept going. “Eliphas set me up with Violet Thorne. They’re connected. I know you don’t want to hear that—you don’t want to believe it—but it’s true.”

      “She could have just snuck in…” But that made little sense either. A beat of fear pulsed through her chest. Was she wrong? Was Eliphas actually involved? If that were true… the fear blossomed into panic because if that were true… everything was over for her.

      “She didn’t sneak in, Verity.” He was giving her that concerned look again. Then he rubbed his hand over his face. “Okay, look. We can debate this later. Right now, I’m in some serious danger, and I need your help.”

      That sharpened her senses. “Why are you in danger?”

      “Because I knocked out Violet, dragged her to the temple’s kitchen in the middle of the night, and handed her off to the FBI.”

      Her eyes flew wide. “Holy shit.”

      “Yeah.” He was back to that intense seriousness. “Our guide Alana claimed there were no cameras in the purification room, but there has to be some in the rest of the temple. Security, if nothing else.”

      “There is.” She was nodding but then frowned. “Why didn’t you just leave? You have what you wanted. Right? Why did you come back?” She was genuinely confused until Wylde gave her this look like she should know the answer to that. “You came back for me.” The words landed in her chest with a thud.

      “I made you a promise.” He’d stepped closer again and peered into her eyes. “I did come back for you. And I know I’ve been telling you to leave, but now we need to stay.”

      “What?” She scowled. “Okay, seriously, you’re not making any sense.”

      “Things are going to get real bad, real fast.” He grimaced. “Once the consecration of the temple is done—that’s tomorrow—Eliphas has something planned. Now that we know he’s working actively with Violet Thorne, that could be anything. And not anything good. But we don’t know what. The bureau will work on getting it out of Violet, but you and I need to sit tight and work this from the inside. Or a lot of people—the people in this very temple—could be in a lot of danger.” He took her by the shoulders again. “I need your help. There has to be video of me dragging Violet out through the kitchen. I need that video erased. And we need to keep up this ruse until we hear back from the bureau about our next move. Will you help me?”

      Verity struggled to speak for a moment. Everything was crashing down. Eliphas was involved. Maybe. Wylde had arrested this woman. If Verity didn’t erase the video like he was asking, Eliphas would find out and toss him out of the temple. Would Eliphas still accept her into the Initiates after he discovered her “fiancé” was an FBI agent? Even if he would forgive her that, if Wylde was right, and Eliphas was involved, where did that leave her? She needed time to sort this out. Time to figure out if any of it was true.

      Wylde was looking to her for an answer. He wanted to buy time to make a plan. And she needed time to sort out the mess in her head and her heart.

      “I know where the security videos are,” she said.

      He sighed in relief. “We need to do this like immediately. Alana’s talking to Eliphas about all this right now.”

      “Okay.” She frowned, her heart still a mass of turmoil, but Wylde was right. They needed to move. “Come with me.” She took his hand and towed him out of their room and down the hall. It was early, and hardly anyone was awake. The temple had long, exhausting, sex-filled nights. Not that the days were much different, but usually the early morning hours were quiet. That was true at every temple of Eliphas’s that she’d ever been in, and doubly so now that they were in the middle of the three-day consecration period.

      The purification rooms were empty, and two of the orgy rooms were filled with people sleeping in a pile, like puppies, one on top of another. No one awoke as they passed, and they quickly reached the front. The entranceway alcoves were filled with those practicing ritual sex magick, but that was true 24/7—it was the most sacred part of the temple, other than the altar itself.

      When they reached the admin office, the same Initiate she had spoken with before—Sarah—had pulled the early shift. Verity froze in the doorway with Wylde at her back, suddenly seeing the flaw in this plan. Did they have someone monitoring the feeds 24/7? Would Sarah already know what Wylde had done?

      “Good morning!” Sarah said once she caught sight of Verity. She cocked her head to the side, peering at Wylde. “And who’s this?”

      That unlocked Verity’s limbs. She gave a tremulous smile. “Hey! This is my fiancé, Wylde.”

      Sarah rose from her seat in front of her computer. The security screens were at her back. Was it possible she didn’t continuously scan them? More than possible, Verity decided. She seemed hard at work on whatever was on her computer.

      “Ah, yes,” Sarah said with a lit-up smile for Wylde. “I’ve heard about you, young one.” She extended her hand.

      “All good things, I hope.” Wylde gave her a winning smile.

      It seemed to Verity that she held Wylde’s hand longer than necessary. “Let’s just say the Initiates are looking forward to welcoming you.” There was no mistaking the sexual undertones on that.

      “I just wanted to check and see if you’d seen Salem?” Verity asked, trying to keep her voice bright and casual.

      “Your cat?” Sarah returned to her computer and took a seat. “I’ve only been on for an hour, but I haven’t seen any black cats sneaking around.”

      Verity was sure her laugh sounded strangled.

      Wylde suddenly pointed to a screen behind Sarah. “Oh, hey! Look!” They both turned, but there was nothing on the screen but the entranceway and the alcoves with their supplicants. “I swear I just saw something dart along the floor.”

      “Which screen?” Sarah asked, checking her feed on the computer.

      “This one, right here.” Wylde tapped the monitor. “She can’t have gone far. Can you show me where this camera is? Quick, so we can catch her? We’ve been so worried that she was lost.”

      Sarah frowned, half rose from her seat, then hesitated.

      It clicked for Verity what Wylde was trying to do. “You two go ahead. I’ll guard the screens until you get back.” She gave Sarah a smile that was half silly, half serious.

      “All right.” Sarah smirked at Wylde. “Let’s go find your kitty.”

      As soon as the two were out the door, Verity dropped into Sarah’s seat and brought up the recorded security video, just as Sarah had done for her the previous day. Verity was no security feed expert, but these were just video files stored in a folder. Each eight-hour shift was dropped into its own folder for each camera. There was about a week of footage stored before the system overwrote the old folders. But she only needed the files from the previous night. It took a few minutes of mad hunting to find the two cameras that covered public spaces between the purification rooms and the kitchen, and then another couple, heart-pounding minutes of frantic editing. Little was happening in those areas for most of the evening so it was easy to cut and paste over the section, effectively wiping out Wylde’s midnight run to smuggle a half-naked female body—definitely dressed like she’d just come from purification—out of the temple.

      It felt a lot like she was covering up a crime.

      The edits weren’t anything fancy. If anyone looked, they’d find them. But they shouldn’t be able to resurrect the deleted segments. Verity shut down the editing program and emptied the digital trash, just in case. She’d barely finished when Wylde and Sarah came strolling back into the admin room.

      Sarah sighed. “That cat of yours is a quick one,” she said to Verity. “I’m afraid we had no luck.”

      Verity quickly rose from Sarah’s chair. “Thanks for trying.” Her heart was still pounding, but she put a smile on her face. “If you see her again, please let me know.”

      “Will do.” Then she winked at Wylde. “See you soon.” There was a whole lot of expectation in that wink, and Verity was shocked to find it bothered her. But she was so mixed up inside literally everything was setting her on edge.

      Wylde waited until they were well away from the admin room. “Any luck?” His voice was tense.

      “All taken care of,” she replied quietly.

      He let out a sigh of relief.

      “If you’re staying,” Verity said, “we should get you some proper clothes.” Her mind was still reeling. “And I’m really unclear on what exactly our plan is here—we need to talk.”

      “Back to the room, then?”

      She nodded. There were standard-issue male clothes in the room. The men in the temple took after their leader, wearing the loose pants and open shirts that Eliphas favored.

      “Your outfit, by the way,” Wylde said with an admiring glance. “Definite upgrade.”

      “I was preparing for Eliphas.” She said it stiffly, not even sure why. It wasn’t like Wylde was suggesting anything. Or maybe he was. She could tell nothing with the hurricane of chaos magick perpetually traveling around her head now.

      Wylde seemed to hold back from responding to that as they quickly strode back to the room. She had to search before she found the men’s clothing stash under the bed in a trunk. She hauled it out, rummaged through for a pair of pants and a shirt—both white like hers—and directed him to the bathroom to change.

      While she was waiting, she tried to clear out her head and formulate just what arguments she would make with Wylde—that just because he’d caught Violet Thorne in the temple didn’t mean Eliphas was involved; that just because she’d altered the video didn’t mean she thought Eliphas was guilty of anything. A rapid knock sounded at the door.

      Verity frowned and went to open it.

      Eliphas’s personal assistant Alana had returned. She peered suspiciously around Verity. “Where’s your fiancé?”

      Verity scowled at her. “In the bathroom.” What the hell?

      Alana seemed disappointed. “Eliphas would like to see you both.”

      Verity’s heart lurched. “Now?”

      “Yes, now.” Alana’s eyes narrowed. “Is that a problem?”

      “No, of course not.” Shit. Had Eliphas seen her tampering with the video? Her heart sank. Had she just ruined everything by trying to protect the FBI Agent she was harboring as a spy?

      Wylde stepped out of the bathroom. “I don’t know about these clothes—” He cut off at the sight of Alana. “What’s up?” He gave her a wary look.

      Verity tried to make her shrug look innocent. “Eliphas wants to see us.”

      “Great!” Wylde’s smile was so bright, it was almost convincing, even to her. “Let’s go!” He slipped his hand into hers, and they followed Alana down the hallway. Wylde squeezed her hand and sent her soft-eyed looks probably meant to be reassuring, but her chest was clamping down with every step. They had no real plan. She didn’t even know what plan they should have. And she didn’t know what they were walking into. Eliphas could be calling them to consecration, for all she knew. Or maybe he was kicking them both out of the temple. She couldn’t even conjure another reason he would summon them.

      Alana brought them to… the altar room. What? Eliphas was pacing inside, but he was alone, so… not a consecration. What did that mean? Verity gave Wylde a wide-eyed look, but he kept the smile plastered on his face and urged her inside. Alana waited until they’d both stepped through the doorway, and Eliphas had stopped his pacing to face them.

      Then she closed the door behind them and left.

      Eliphas didn’t even look at her. “What happened?” he demanded of Wylde.

      He just shrugged. “I told your assistant—”

      “Tell me.” Eliphas stalked forward, his open shirt flapping at the sudden movement.

      Wylde put up both hands, defensively. “I don’t know! I swear. She just left.”

      “What did you do to her?” Eliphas’s eyes were wild in a way Verity had never seen before. She’d witnessed him blissful and orgasmic, full of prophecy and ecstasy, but never this… this anger that seemed to make him come apart at the seams.

      Wylde kept cringing but had subtly moved between her and Eliphas. He was protecting her. Somehow that wrenched her heart and made her want to cry—not angry tears or sad ones. She couldn’t tell why. “I don’t know, man,” Wylde was saying. “She was messed up. I just did what she wanted. I mean, what she seemed to want. She didn’t really talk.”

      That must have had the ring of truth because Eliphas seemed to deflate. “She’s a very important member of my inner circle. She wouldn’t leave for no reason.”

      Verity’s mouth fell open. Violet Thorne was an Initiate? That… couldn’t be. Verity knew all the Initiates. Eliphas had introduced her to each and every one. It was part of her preparation, to know the people she would be sharing her body with—making sacred sex magick with.

      He lied. He lied to her face. She could hear the words in her head. I’d never met the man, nor his assistant, until that day of the conference. But he had. Violet Thorne was the assistant. He’d not only met her… he’d been fucking her.

      A blinding rage welled up inside her. She blinked through it, the roar of chaos magick in her ears—past, present, and future making a storm of fury around her. She watched as Eliphas—the man she thought would be her hero—badgered Wylde for more answers, but their words were lost in the hiss and crackle of time burning in her ears. Why had she believed him? Why had she thought he would be her savior? Why had she been such a fool?

      Wylde was gesturing more effusively now. “I don’t know, maybe? I mean, to be honest? I think I just… I wasn’t that exciting to her, you know? She was amazing, and I was just…”

      Eliphas sighed. “Vanilla.”

      “Yeah!” Wylde brightened. “That’s a great word for it.”

      Eliphas just shook his head. “She was critical to…” He waved Wylde away like he was an annoying child. “Fine. I’ll find Violet on my own. Go! I need to deal with this.”

      Violet. As if she needed any more confirmation, but there it was.

      Wylde tried to bustle Verity toward the door. She felt like she’d turned to wood, standing frozen next to the altar that was to be her salvation.

      Eliphas brushed past them both, still ignoring her, and pointed a finger at Wylde. “No more purification until this is resolved.” Then he strode to the door, flung it open, and stomped out of the altar room.

      “Let’s go,” Wylde said softly, his hands gentle on her shoulders, urging her wooden legs to move toward the door. Just as he opened it, something black darted from the preparation room behind the altar and dashed for the door.

      Verity stared in disbelief as Salem trotted out.

      About time you liberated me, witch!

      “Hey!” Wylde said, almost tripping over her. “Where have you been?”

      He couldn’t hear her response, but Verity could. Trapped in hell, you useless toad. Salem stopped just outside the altar room in the hall and bent to groom her side. What fools you were, bringing me here.

      “What did Eliphas do to you?” Verity’s stomach clenched.

      Salem stopped grooming and gave a small growl. Not a thing. I have more magick in my left hind paw than that charlatan.

      “So, you’re okay?” Somehow that relief didn’t make Verity feel any better.

      Salem stood with a hiss and an arch of her back. He has the face of a vicar who once accused me of possession, all whilst strapping young maids to a chair and attempting to remove the devil by the use of his wiggling pole. She turned her back on them and sauntered off. I require regular feedings, lest you’ve forgotten. I’ll find my way to the kitchen.

      “Don’t worry about her,” Wylde said, taking her hand and guiding her down the hall toward their room. “She’ll be fine.”

      He was probably right. But as Verity let the undercover FBI agent posing as her fiancé tug her along, she couldn’t say the same for herself.

      Her guru was a sham. She’d served him for six months, helping him set up the conference panel in Chicago, running groups and committees and workshops. She’d told him her sister’s Talent. She’d begged him to make her part of his harem—to take her virginity and rule her body and soul—all because she thought he could tame her Talent. She thought he could give her a life again. She thought he would be her life.

      But none of it was real.

      And now everything was lost.
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      Wylde didn’t know what to do.

      Verity had been silent all the way back to the room. Now that they were inside and could speak freely, he wasn’t sure what to say. The confrontation with Eliphas had gone as well as could possibly be expected. The cult leader wasn’t suspicious. Wylde’s cover was intact. And he was even relieved of “purification” duty for the moment. But Verity…

      She looked like a broken goddess. Waves of red hair cascading over a thin, white dress that barely covered her body. It looked like it would lift right off with a strong breeze… or a good tug of that thin rope around her waist. Every inch of her lush body was perfectly displayed.

      She was insanely beautiful… and visibly broken.

      She stared into the mirror on the bathroom door like it was a window into her soul.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      She didn’t answer at first, just stepped closer to the mirror and placed her hand flat on it. “If you hold two mirrors together, you’ll see an infinity of worlds. Infinite possibilities. But they’re all the same. One is real. The rest are illusion.” She turned to him, her beautiful blue eyes unfocused like she saw something he couldn’t—something that couldn’t be seen. “I’ve been looking at the illusion.” Her gaze sharpened, and suddenly, she was peering straight into his eyes. “I want you to fuck me.”

      He choked on his own spit. “I’m sorry, what?”

      She looked back at the mirror then leaned away, letting her hand fall to her side. “I want you to take my virginity, Wylde,” she said to the mirror, her gaze fixed on her own body’s reflection. “I want you to ruin me for Eliphas. So he can never have me.” She turned to see his reaction of horror, but it didn’t seem to faze her. “You were right about him. He lied to my face about Violet. I want you to erase the possibility of me ever joining his harem.”

      “Verity, I…” He swallowed. Holy shit. “I’m completely in favor of you never joining Eliphas’s harem. But this is just… what in the world?”

      Instead of answering, she opened the door to the bathroom and stepped inside—maybe she realized how crazy this was?—but then she was back two seconds later with a gold-wrapped condom. She stepped up and handed it to him. “Make sure you use this.”

      He took it from her and chucked it away. It bounced along the bed. “That is not happening.”

      Then she took hold of his shoulders and leaned in—right next to him. “Do you find me attractive?”

      He leaned away. “How is that even a question?” But she was still close—he could smell her sweet-and-slightly-earthy scent.

      “Then make me not a virgin anymore.”

      “That doesn’t matter—”

      “Fine.” She was pissed. “I’ll get someone else to do it.” She pushed him aside and brushed past him.

      “What? No.” He spun and caught her arm. “Wait.” Her lip was trembling, and he couldn’t decide if it was anger or pain. He pulled her into a hug. “This is crazy. You don’t need to do this.” He did his best to ignore the softness of her skin, her dress, her hair, all brushing against him. She pulled away, but he didn’t let her get far, cupping her cheek with one hand. “This is nuts.”

      “Do you want me or not?” she asked, staring up into his eyes. Defiant. Beautiful. In pain and in danger.

      The truth: he absolutely wanted her.

      What he said: “No.” But before she could pull away again, he added, “But I think you need me.” Then he leaned in and kissed her.

      Her lips were soft but hardly moving—she was frozen again like she’d been in the altar room, when he practically had to drag her out. Wylde didn’t have rules about not sleeping with the girls he was trying to rescue because what the fuck? That didn’t even need to be a rule. It was just a given. But this girl… this witch who was terrified of her power, traumatized and at risk… if having sex with her was how to save her from the cult, so be it.

      He could live with the guilt of that as long as she was okay.

      She wasn’t responding to his kisses. She was just letting him taste her lips and feel the silkiness of her hair in his hand. He kissed her cheeks instead, her forehead, all while slowly turning her and backing her toward the bed. Was he really going to do this? Was there any way he could and not have ten flavors of regret?

      He stopped with the kissing and cupped her cheeks. “Are you sure you want this?”

      “Yes.” Her eyes were dilated, and a delicate blush was in her cheeks. It occurred to him that maybe she hadn’t even been kissed before, much less the rest.

      “You don’t seem like you want this,” he insisted.

      “I do.” Then she blinked and frowned. “Am I… am I not turning you on?” A small look of terror flashed in her eyes.

      He smiled. “Verity Strange, you’ve been turning me on from the first moment I saw you. That is not the problem.”

      “What’s the problem, then?” She was angry again. “I just want you to fuck me.” She pulled away and climbed on the bed behind her. Up on her knees, she tugged at the slender rope holding her willowy dress together.

      “The problem is…” Wylde climbed on the bed with her and took her hands so she couldn’t fuss with the rope. “I want you to be sure about this.”

      “I am.” But he could see the tears in her eyes.

      He cupped her cheek again, still holding one of her hands captive so she couldn’t take off her clothes—he was determined to do right here, but there was no need to make it more painful than necessary. He was already starting to tent out the damn loose pants barely hanging off his hips. “You’re amazing and beautiful and you deserve so much better than this. Don’t let someone like Eliphas drive you into something you’ll regret.”

      “I won’t regret being with you.”

      Damn. The earnest look in her eyes went straight to his groin. “Your reason for this is all wrong,” he tried. “You want to have sex with me because you’re angry at Eliphas. You want to ruin yourself to get back at him. But there’s no such thing as virginity magick. Your first time is just… your first. And awkward as fuck. And should be with someone who cares about you. Someone who understands how precious and valuable and amazing you are.” He was getting a little lost in the hopeful look in her eyes. “Someone who makes you feel like you’re the only thing in the world worth having.” He stuttered a little at the ending. Because holy shit, what was he saying?

      Then she reached for him. Her small hands went flat on his bare chest, which made him catch his breath, and then she gripped his open shirt hanging on the sides and pulled him to her. When her lips reached his, there was nothing passive about it. Her mouth opened for him, her tongue hungry for him, and she pulled him into the kiss like she was starving for air, and only his would do.

      Holy fuck.

      She devoured him, pulled at his clothes, and when she came up for air, the heat in her eyes lit up everything inside him.

      “Well, if you’re going to kiss me like that,” he breathed.

      “Like what—”

      He didn’t let her finish. His mouth was on hers, his hands around her waist, and before he could think better of it, he had her flat on the bed, half underneath him, his body pressed against hers until he could feel every contour of it. His shirt was already open, the thin fabric of her dress the only thing between his bare chest and hers. He had one hand in her hair, holding tight so he could plunder her mouth with his tongue; the other tugged the rope belt at her waist free, tossing that aside so he could caress the fabric away from her breast. She gasped and arched into him. He’d never had a sound make him so hard in his life. Her nipples were taut against him, and he couldn’t get enough of the feel of her. The curve of her back. The heft and roundness of her breast. The sweet softness of her belly. His mouth left hers because he needed to taste her. First, the mouth-watering skin of her neck—holy magick, how her pulse raced under his tongue—then the heated skin drawn tight over her collarbone. Her hands were frantic against him, and she didn’t seem to know what to do with them, but that was okay.

      He knew exactly what to do with his.

      He reached for her skirt, bunching it up her leg, and she pawed at the bed with her feet, arching into him in the most pleasing way—not least because it gave him access to where he most wanted to go. His hand slipped between her legs and found her hot, straight through the delicate white panties. Already the wetness had seeped through.

      “Wylde!” she gasped, and it almost made him dizzy. He’d had beautiful women. He’d had desperately hungry women. But Verity was in a class all her own. And she needed him. He could sense it as sure as the aching between her legs. If this wasn’t right, then he didn’t know the meaning of the word anymore. She was panting before he slipped his hand into her panties, but once he was deep in the wet heat there, she whimpered into his shoulder and squirmed like the torment was just too much. Her cries matched every flick of his thumb, every stroke of his hand, and the rising heat of it made him throb.

      “Wylde, no!” Suddenly, she grabbed at his hand, stopping him mid-stroke.

      “What?” he gasped. Regular breathing left him long ago.

      “No.” She wriggled away from his touch. “No, no, no.”

      “What’s wrong?” He pulled his hand away and lifted his head to find a panicked expression on her face.

      Her eyes were wild. “Don’t make me come!”

      He stopped everything. “That has got to be the weirdest request I’ve ever gotten in bed.”

      She was breathless. She grabbed his face and pulled it to hers, but instead of kissing him, she pressed her forehead to his, squeezing her eyes shut. “I’m afraid,” she whispered.

      And he finally understood. The trauma from her past. It was related to her orgasms. Or just the intense ones. He took no small amount of manly pride that she felt in danger of having one, and he hadn’t even gotten his pants off. But what was the point of making love if you purposely avoided orgasm? That couldn’t be the answer. If she was afraid, there was only one thing to do.

      “This is a fear you can face,” he said gently, kissing her on the forehead. “Let me help.”

      “You’re too…” She shook her head and waved her hands all around him. “Everything. If you make me come, it would be too much. I’ll be undone. I’m sure of it.”

      The only thing he was sure of was that Verity Strange needed to come—hard, preferably under his exuberant attention—so she could see she could survive it. But there was no way he would push her into that. Or any of this, really. If she was having any second thoughts, now was the time to cool it all the way down.

      “We don’t have to do any of this.” Holy fuck, his body was aching for her. But he ran his fingers through the silky fabric of her top, draping it once again over the glory that was her breast with its nipple saluting the ceiling.

      The disappointment on her face coiled deep inside him. “Eliphas told me he could tame my Talent. Teach me to access it safely. And he turned out to be a lying bastard.”

      It grated on him, hearing the cult leader’s name on her lips—when Wylde was the one who had her in bed. It was irrational and possessive, but there it was. “He is a lying bastard. That doesn’t mean you can’t overcome this.”

      But she just shook her head. “It’s too dangerous. I just…” She sighed, and the sadness in that sound broke Wylde’s heart. “I just want to lose the one thing he wanted, okay? I know you don’t believe in virginity magick, but he does. Or at least…” She looked to the ceiling and seemed to be blinking back tears. “At least, that’s what he said.” She met Wylde’s gaze again. “I want to have this on my terms, not his.”

      And that did it for him. “Tell me what you want.”

      Her beautiful eyes stared deep into his. Her soft hand stroked his cheek. “I want you to be the first man inside me.”

      Holy magick. “Are you sure?” His voice was already rough, brought down by the reflexive tightening in his groin.

      “Just take it slow, okay?” But she trailed her hand down his chest. Could she feel his heart pounding? Because it felt like it might leap straight out.

      He shoved the fabric away from her breast again. “You remember that Talent of mine—the one I told you about?” His hands were busy lifting her skirt, then hooking his thumb on the flimsy string of her panties to drag them down.

      “The one that makes you irresistibly hot?” She smiled down at him as he was removing her panties, and it arrested him with a flush that went head to toe.

      “Yeah.” It was suddenly hard to breathe. “That one.” Once he slipped her panties over her delicate bare feet, he made quick work of sliding down his own baggy pants. Her eyes went satisfyingly large at the sight of him. He glanced around and found the tossed condom still clinging to the fabric at the edge of the bed. With a single rip, that was open, and he was sheathed. Then he climbed back on top of her, nestling between her legs, lifting her knee to hook over his hip. “That Talent works skin-to-skin. Sometimes through light fabrics. Never tried it through a condom, so we’ll see.” He nudged her entrance but held back, just testing if she was ready.

      She gave a small gasp but then caressed his cheeks. “Are you going to make me younger while you fuck me?” She gave a slight, uncertain smile like she wasn’t sure which part was the joke.

      He eased up to kiss her on the nose then settled back. “I’m going to heal any pain you might have as I make love to you for the very first time.”

      She looked surprised… then smiled wide. He flushed as he realized the implication of his words. He’d meant to say her first time, but the way it came out sounded as if he planned to make love to her a hundred times over. He should be so lucky.

      “That’s good.” She glanced down at him. “Because I have a feeling this is going to hurt.”

      “Not with me,” he vowed. And he made good on that by flushing healing energy into her at every point of contact he had—her satisfying intake of breath just made him harder, which he was glad for as he eased into her. She was so tight.

      “Oh, God.” She grabbed at his shoulders.

      He paused, but he wasn’t even close to seated. He pulled out slightly, then took her a little deeper.

      “Oh my God. Wylde.” Her breathing was erratic, and her expression was priceless, but none of it said stop. Plus, he was flushing healing energy deep into her core now—he could feel it even through the barrier of the condom. The contact was just that tight. Whatever she was feeling, it was definitely not pain.

      “Not quite there yet,” he teased, pulling out again, then sliding in until he was buried as deep as he could go. Holy fucking magick. The tightness and her gasping made him dizzy with pleasure.

      He held still, buried to the hilt, waiting for the shock to pass from her face. “Congratulations.” God, he was breathless, and he’d barely started. “You’re no longer a virgin.” He wanted to make some crack about how there had been no catastrophic releases of chaos magick to rend the heavens, but she surprised him by reaching up to lightly stroke her hand across his cheek.

      “I’m so glad it was you.”

      And that left him utterly speechless.

      With a driving need for more.
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      Wylde slowly stroked into her. And out. And then in again.

      Verity was buzzing everywhere. There was no pain, just as he promised. Just an incredible sense of fullness and a trembling sense of pleasure. She felt his Talent trickling healing energy into her, but that was just a comforting background buzz to the thrilling surge of pleasure with every steady stroke.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, breathless, his body moving against—and into—hers.

      “It feels so good.” She said it to reassure him, but it was unbelievably true. She understood now why people looked so entranced—absorbed—when they were fucking. Making love, Wylde had called it. And with the sweet care he was taking to make sure she was okay, not in pain, enjoying it just as he seemed to be, with that look on his face… it felt like love-making. She felt loved. This wasn’t ritual sex magick. It didn’t feel like sex at all—not what she’d imagined it to be. A panting slamming of bodies. A grinding search for orgasm. This was gentle and sweet. Wylde had tried to talk her out of this—losing her virginity to break away from Eliphas—and failing that, he was giving her what she wanted in the most tender way possible.

      “Verity,” Wylde panted against her cheek.

      She loved hearing him breathless. To know that it was her giving him such pleasure he could hardly speak. “Yes?”

      “I know… you don’t want to… Oh, God.” He adjusted his position, gripping her hip and moving her with him as he angled just a little deeper. “Sweet magick,” he gasped.

      She ran her hands into his hair. “I think we are making magick.” He was doing all the work here while she just lay back and enjoyed it. His thrusting was still that slow, steady pace. She could feel her own pleasure mounting, but it was manageable.

      He lifted his head to peer into her eyes. “We are?” His thrusting slowed a little.

      She smiled. “It’s okay.” Then she smiled more. “No, it’s much better than okay.”

      He huffed a short laugh and then thrust a little harder. It spiked pleasure enough to make her gasp. He groaned through it and dropped his head again to rest his cheek against hers. “I know… you don’t want to come,” he said, still breathless. “But I honestly don’t know… how long… I can keep this up without…” He swallowed and nuzzled her cheek. “I want this to be good for you.”

      “This is so good for me.” And it was. She could relax now. No more fighting to win Eliphas’s favor. No fearing that she’d come undone, no matter Eliphas’s promises. No more resisting that attraction gnawing away at her every time Wylde looked her way. And especially… no more fear of her own body. She could just lay back and enjoy this gentle buzz, this delicious feeling of Wylde inside her, and the delightful, almost smug knowledge she was giving him tremendous pleasure.

      “Can I… I need to…” He shifted her a little again, this time hooking his arm under her knee and lifting it. “Oh,” he gasped, “Just like that.” And she felt it too. This opened her wider, and he banged more fully against her when he stroked all the way in. It spiked pleasure through her with a fear chaser, just a small one. It was just so intense each time he landed. “I just need…” He panted into her ear. “Just a little faster. Okay?”

      She gripped his back, urging him on. “Faster,” she whispered against his cheek.

      He groaned deeper and thrust harder. It jolted a gasp out of her, but she clung to him. “I want you to come,” she said. And she did—just because she couldn’t didn’t mean he shouldn’t.

      He said nothing in response, just cursed and picked up the pace. Suddenly, he was thrusting harder and harder, lifting her leg higher and plunging deeper, banging so fast that the spikes of pleasure all blurred together.

      “Holy fuck. Verity. Damn…” He kept cursing and then groaned, long and deep and satisfying. That welled something up inside her, rising fast, some great quivering need, and she didn’t know what it was until suddenly it hit—

      A great geyser of pleasure swept up and pounded her, pulse after pulse, release and ecstasy and a body-shaking frenzy, a rapture that washed her away…

      She was transported.

      She stood on a stage, looking out at a field of bodies. Some were convulsing on the ground. Some stood, arms raised, joy written on their faces. Others, many others, were still. Corpses in the sunlight, open mouths gaping at the grass. Something pulled at her like it was turning her inside out. Chaos magick swirled all around her. It pulled and twisted and suddenly she was yanked to the field. She was walking among the dead. Past, present, and future twirled together in a knot anchored to this place. This moment. She looked back to the stage. Eliphas stood with his arms raised. His smile cut through the sunshine like broken glass—

      “Verity!” Wylde’s voice snapped her back. His frantic eyes were inches from hers. “Oh, my God,” he exhaled. “Where did you go?”

      “A field.” Her tongue was thick.

      His relief scuttled away, and the concerned look zipped back. “What?” His hand went to her cheek. “Tell me you’re okay.”

      “M’okay.” She blinked. He was leaned over her, but he was no longer inside her. She missed that. Although the lingering buzz of the pleasure he gave her danced all throughout her body, even to her toes. She looked down at their bodies. They were still naked, or nearly so, tangled up in the clothes they hadn’t removed, but the condom was gone. She slowly came back to full awareness of what had happened.

      They’d had sex. Made love. She came—unexpectedly. She hadn’t meant to. She thought she had it all under control. And then…

      “I had a vision.” She’d had a future vision—just like before, only different. This time, the pulling apart, the horrific feeling of coming undone, had felt… different. It had moved her—from the stage to the field, from one part of the vision to another—but at no time did she feel threatened.

      She’d come back from it. Survived it. Without coming apart.

      “What do you mean, a vision?” Wylde was still peering at her, concerned.

      How long had she been gone? She had no sense of it.

      Long enough to send Wylde into a panic.

      Verity struggled to sit up. Her whole body ached, but especially between her legs. She couldn’t say it was a terrible ache, but moving stretched it and made it better. Wylde helped her, gathering the pillows together to prop her up at the head.

      She looked at his sweet face, worried for her, and put her hand to his cheek. “You made me come,” she said gently. His eyes flew wide. “It’s okay. It was… better this time. Less dangerous.” She dropped her hand and frowned at the rumpled spread of the bed. “I had a vision of Eliphas in the future. There were dead people. A lot of dead people.” She met Wylde’s gaze. He was freaking out. “It’s going to come true.”

      “How do you know?” He was looking at her like he wasn’t sure if he should make her lie down, or call an ambulance, or maybe wrap her up in a hug.

      A hug sounded nice. A wave of shyness swept over her. Weird that she felt she could ask him to fuck her but not for a hug. That didn’t seem right.

      She looked him in the eyes. “If I asked you for a hug, would you—”

      He slipped his arms around her and practically lifted her off the bed with the intensity of his embrace. “Verity, I’m so sorry,” he whispered into her hair. “I should have listened. I should have been more careful. Dammit.”

      A laugh bubbled up from somewhere deep inside her. Which seemed so odd, but everything was still buzzing—her body, her mind, her heart—so what was one more weird thing?

      She hugged Wylde back—hard—then let him go. He only gradually released her, concern still etched on his face. Then he settled on the bed and pulled her close, brushing her long hair out of the way and adjusting her bunched up skirt, so it was comfortably spread across her legs. She was tucked up against him, and it felt… safe. “For the record,” she said, “the orgasm before was, well, not too bad.” She gave him a small smile to show she was teasing.

      He still looked uncertain.

      She took his hand from where it rested on her lap and studied it. So young-looking—that was his Talent—and soft, yet she’d felt the strength of those hands on her body. And it was good. She’d put off this part of her life—this part of living—for so long. She could hardly believe that this was real. That she’d survived. She just wanted to dive in and revel in it.

      She’d been wrong to be so afraid. And she’d been seriously wrong about trusting Eliphas. But she hadn’t been wrong about accessing her Talent through intense emotional experiences. Because holy crap that orgasm with Wylde was intense—and it had brought on her vision. But what did that mean? What kind of Talent was that?

      Wylde was waiting patiently for her to speak.

      She smiled, and he seemed to relax a little. “I told you about that first time—when I had a vision and felt like I was coming undone.”

      He nodded, encouraging her to go on.

      “That was four years before my mom died of cancer.” She pulled in a breath. “I was only sixteen. In my vision, I saw her dying. I could see all of it—the cancer treatments, the waning days, the terrible toll it took, and then her funeral.” She met his gaze. “I spent the next four years desperately trying to stop it. To find some way to change that future I saw coming. I knew parts of it down to the smallest detail. I tried every way I could think of—meditation, spellcasting, yoga magick—to access that vision again, to change it, short of the one thing that had gotten me there in the first place. Because I honestly didn’t think I would survive it.”

      “But you survived it this time.” Wylde was rapt in her story.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know why. I mean…” She dropped his hand and picked at the blanket beside her. “I’m older now. I know more about sex. I was more relaxed with you.” She peeked at him. “Maybe I just panicked the first time.”

      He nodded. “Maybe you had to grow into your Talent. Sixteen is pretty young.”

      “Maybe.” She pondered that. “The vision was also different this time. I mean… I remember before freaking out about my mom during the vision. I was trying to stop it from happening. That’s why I kept hopping around, desperate to find a way to keep her alive.” She squinted at the blanket she was tormenting. “This time, it was the chaos magick moving me. Pulling me. I didn’t resist it so much, so there was less… dissociation. I think.” She checked to see how he was taking all this. “Do you think I’m crazy?”

      His eyebrows hiked up. “Not in the slightest.”

      That made her smile. “You’re the only one I’ve told. I couldn’t tell my family that I knew our mom would die. And then when she did, it was even worse. They couldn’t know that I’d known—and failed to stop it.”

      “That’s not your fault, Verity.”

      “I know.” She shrugged. “Somehow, that doesn’t really help.”

      He nodded like he really understood that. He hesitated, then he said, “You know, I broke a major personal rule just now.”

      She smiled. “Don’t sleep with the suspects?”

      He huffed a small laugh. “Don’t sleep with the victims.”

      She frowned. “Is that how you see me?”

      “Everyone here is under Eliphas’s spell,” he said quickly. “He’s the bad guy here. Believe me, I know that better than most.”

      A few of her ruffled feelings smoothed out. Her emotions were so raw—she couldn’t decide if it was the vision or the sex. Or just that she was finally letting herself feel things. Even if they were hard. Even if they were intense. She was suddenly unafraid in a way she hadn’t been for eight years. She hadn’t realized how buttoned-up and distant she had been until she stopped doing that.

      She looked at Wylde anew—she’d been so wrapped up in everything in her head, she hadn’t seen him for what he was. An amazing guy trying to stop a dangerous cult… and trying to rescue the people wrapped up in it. Namely her.

      “You’ve done this a lot?” she asked. “Pulling people out of cults.” It felt weird to call it that after she’d resisted so long. But that’s what it was.

      He smiled. “I told you I was an expert.”

      She gave him a curious look but didn’t want to pry. Just because they’d had sex didn’t mean they had to share all their secrets… did it? She had no idea how normal people did any of this.

      His smile faded. “I grew up in a cult.”

      She blinked, not sure what she expected, but that wasn’t it. There were no children in Eliphas’s temples. Pregnancy was highly discouraged. You were supposed to break your bonds and leave them behind—and of course, children would be very bonded to their parents. Pregnant followers were gently encouraged to terminate their pregnancies. Otherwise, they had to leave.

      “What was that like?” Then she cringed at her presumption. She had no idea what the rules were anymore. “I mean if you want to tell me.”

      He nodded. “It was about as awful as you can imagine.”

      Her hand found his and squeezed. “You don’t have to tell me.”

      That made him smile. “Who’s the counselor here now?”

      “Certainly not me.” She shook her head. “I’m barely keeping myself together.”

      He found a strand of her hair and captured it. “Oh, I think you’re doing a pretty good job.” He twirled the long length of it between his fingers. “Especially now that you’ve decided Eliphas is full of shit.” He frowned. “You’re not changing your mind about that, are you?”

      “Oh, no.” She shook her head. “It’s just so embarrassing. I wanted so badly to believe he could fix me… I just embraced all the justifications. All the rules. I convinced myself he knew something no one else had seen coming.” She met Wylde’s sympathetic gaze. “I didn’t believe anything you said about him until I saw it for myself. Until he lied to my face.”

      “That’s how it works.” Wylde played with another strand of her hair—he seemed to enjoy that. “Don’t beat yourself up about it. The important thing is that you’ve broken the spell he’s had over you.”

      “Yeah, but I had a great family growing up,” she protested. “I wasn’t one of these runaway kids—”

      “Weren’t you?” he asked with a gentle smile.

      She frowned. “Well, okay, maybe.” She never had fit in, even in her own family. She’d stopped telling them the truth about her Talent when she was just a little kid. And then she did actually run off in search of answers when she was a teen. “But it wasn’t like I grew up in a cult. How in the world did you break free?”

      He sucked in a breath and let her hair fall. “It’s not a pretty story. You don’t want to hear it.”

      But she did. Very much. Before she could think of a convincing reason for him to share, a buzzing sound grabbed both their attention. It was coming from the bathroom.

      “Oh, shit.” He climbed over her, off the bed. “That’s my phone.” He hauled up his baggy pants and hustled to the bathroom. Which reminded her that she was mostly naked, still. She clambered off the bed, gathered up her panties from the floor and the pieces of her dress, and hastily assembled them. She’d gotten herself at least decently covered by the time Wylde returned with his phone pressed to his ear and a serious expression on his face. He flicked a look at her, noting that she had clothes now, but said nothing, just listened to whoever was on the phone.

      She felt a twinge of emptiness. Was that it? The end of their sudden and tempestuous love-making? It wasn’t like they were dating. Maybe Wylde couldn’t date her? He certainly viewed her as part of the case, first and foremost—that much was clear.

      “Yeah, okay,” he said into the phone. He was running his hand through his hair, looking concerned. His shirt was still open, but that was standard wear in the temple. His baggy pants showed no sign that they’d been making love. Likewise with her filmy dress made to be sex-proof. Easy on. Easy off. A quick fuck between. That was the currency the temple operated on. It wasn’t like she’d been interested in that currency before, except with Eliphas, and then only as a means to an end. Now… the only man she wanted in her bed was pacing past it, flicking occasional looks at her, listening intently to his phone call.

      Did he feel even remotely the same? Could he, given he was a Special Agent for the FBI assigned to a case that just happened to be undercover with her?

      She had no idea.

      “Okay,” Wylde said, then handed the phone to her. Her eyebrows shot up. “Your sister wants to talk to you.”

      Verity’s surprise quickly morphed into panic as she took the phone. “Hello?”

      “V, are you okay?” It was Mercy. “Agent Bane said you were fine, but I just… I was worried.”

      “No, I’m fine.” She gave a pointed look to Wylde, but he shook his head. In the five seconds he was in the bathroom, he couldn’t possibly have told the FBI, much less her sister, that they’d slept together. “Good, actually.” She gave Wylde a tight smile, and he stopped pacing to give her a slow grin. “You were right about Eliphas,” she said to Mercy but really to them both. “I can’t believe I didn’t see it before.”

      “Okay, good.” Mercy sounded relieved. “I just wanted to hear your voice. Make sure you were okay with all that. Agent Bane has the plan. We’ll talk soon.”

      “Oh, hey, wait! Mercy!” she rushed out before her matter-of-fact sister signed off.

      “Yeah?”

      “There’s… something I need to tell you.” She bit her lip, and Wylde was all ears, his eyebrows lifted high.

      “Okay.” Even Mercy sounded wary.

      “You know how I promised not to tell anyone about your Talent?”

      Wylde’s eyebrows dropped, and he went back to pacing.

      Mercy snorted. “Half the FBI knows about my Talent, V. It’s not a state secret anymore.”

      “Yeah, well, now Eliphas knows it too.”

      Wylde frowned, and Mercy groaned. “Crap. That makes things a little more difficult.”

      “Which things?” Verity asked. But it didn’t sound like her sister was flaming pissed. Which relieved the nagging guilt Verity had been hauling around like old laundry.

      “Agent Bane will fill you in,” Mercy said. “I gotta go. I’m still working on that antidote, and we’ve only got until tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” Verity hesitated. “Love you, sis.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Love you too.” The phone clicked off. Verity handed it back to Wylde. “Does the FBI have some kind of plan?”

      “Of sorts.” He searched for a pocket in the sea of his loose pants, finally finding a place to stash the phone. Then he looked her over again, but gently. “You okay to, you know, get back to work on the case?”

      “What do we need to do?” She forced a smile.

      Wylde rubbed both hands over his face. “Break into Eliphas’s secret laboratory?”

      “Excuse me?” She scrunched up her face. Eliphas didn’t have a secret laboratory, as far as she knew. Then again, if she knew about it, it probably couldn’t rightly be called secret.

      Wylde shrugged. “They’ve been breaking down Violet’s resistance. Apparently, Agent Payne has some Talents that are very effective for interrogation. All the reports he found back at Raine Magitek? The ones about the experiments they conducted on people to produce the bioweapon drugs? The bureau was certain Violet wrote them—we just didn’t know who she wrote them for. According to her, Eliphas is some kind of genius. Self-taught in science, philosophy, religion, magick… and genetics. The reports were for him.”

      Verity just nodded. She’d spent six months with the man, attending all his lectures and sermons. “I can believe it. But she’s saying he has a secret lab?”

      “Yeah. Somewhere in the temple.” Wylde stroked his chin, thinking. “She also sent the bureau chasing after another lab in downstate Illinois. Says that’s where he’s manufactured the drugs.”

      “Why would he have two labs?” She knew nothing about the science—that was Mercy’s area of expertise.

      “I don’t know.” Wylde shook his head. “The bureau’s heading down there to conduct a raid. But during interrogation, Violet kept changing her story. Or maybe just mixing up whether the lab was here or downstate. So, we’re supposed to check it out. She apparently passed out from the latest round of interrogation, so they’re waiting for her to recover before they try to get more out of her.”

      Verity frowned. Sounded awful. “Did she say what was supposed to happen at the end of the three-day consecration of the temple?” That was the deadline her sister was talking about.

      “No.” Wylde grimaced then stepped closer to her and squeezed her arm. “We’ll have to keep cover until then. Not tip our hand to Eliphas about…” He flicked a look to the rumpled bedspread that was the main evidence of their love-making. “Any of this.”

      She nodded, although it kind of sunk her heart. The whole ostensible reason to lose her virginity was a giant fuck you to Eliphas… and now she had to keep that a secret? And pretend she still wanted to be part of his harem? But there were bigger things at stake here. “So… how do we find a secret lab we’re not sure exists?”

      He smiled a little. “Agent Payne got Violet to give up her logins.”

      “So we need to get access to the temple network.”

      He grinned. “I figured you might know how to do that.”

      “I can figure it out.” She pulled in a breath. “Mind if I get a shower first?”

      He frowned a little but shook his head. “We’ve got a little time.”

      She nodded and shuffled toward the bathroom.

      She’d been betrayed by her religious leader—the man she thought would save her—and now she would return the favor by betraying him. Specifically, by helping a man who’d given her something she didn’t think was possible without otherworldly magickal intervention—hope of a real life.

      That was everything to her. Was it all just a case for Agent Wylde Bane?

      She didn’t know. But washing away the scent and feel of their love-making might make things a little clearer, at least in her head. Then she could help him take down Eliphas.
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      Wylde thought Verity was hot before he’d had sex with her.

      Now, as she sashayed down the hallway, holding his hand and leading him toward the temple’s kitchen, all he could see was her nearly naked body under him. Squirming. Her voice calling his name. Her frantic hold on him as he plunged into her.

      He shoved away that image.

      Get a fucking grip, he chastised himself. She’d asked him to fuck her… once. That was not an open invitation to sex again, even if they were in the temple of debauchery. Or to obsess about making her come. Because apparently, she’d had an orgasm, and he’d somehow missed it, lost in his own damn pleasure, and then she’d passed out in this terrifying trance state that her vision brought on.

      That had scared the shit out of him.

      And then she was fine.

      The whole thing turned him inside out. He wanted to haul her into one of the purification rooms and make love to her the right way—now that they were past the whole “let’s lose your virginity” silliness. She seemed to have recovered from that well—his healing magick probably had helped—and now her freshly-scrubbed skin and slightly-damp hair were tormenting him. But what if she passed out again? What if this vision thing was worse when he was actually trying to make her come? How much of an asshole did it make him that he was dying to find out anyway?

      The whole thing was probably moot.

      Verity Strange did not need someone like him in her life. Now that Eliphas’s spell over her was broken, she needed to get extricated from the case and sent home to have a normal life with some normal guy who would help her figure out this passing-out-during-sex thing.

      She hadn’t invited him to be that guy.

      Or to fall in love with her. Not that he was.

      But damn… he couldn’t tear his eyes away from her pert little behind under that barely-there skirt. Her dress left her bare in the back and hardly covered her bouncing breasts in the front. Verity’s breasts were the kind that Ancient Greek sculptors made statues in honor of. The memory of them exposed, jostling as he thrust into her, went straight to the mental file he would be using for all his personal shower sessions going forward.

      Fuck. Get your head in the game.

      Yelling at himself in his head only partially helped.

      “So, you think we can grab something to eat while we’re in the kitchen?” he asked just to short circuit those thoughts. And he was famished. He’d been up all night with Violet, and sex always made him hungry.

      Verity gave him a half smile. “Sounds like a good excuse. Breakfast is probably over, so we can say we want to make ourselves something.”

      “You can do that?”

      She full-on grinned. “If you’re in with Eliphas, you can do almost anything.” Then her smile tempered. “That won’t last much longer.”

      Wylde frowned. “I’m getting you out of here before he figures that out. No need for you to be around when that happens.” He really didn’t like that idea. Maniacal cult leaders could be seriously unstable when it came to stealing away their favorite fuck-toys.

      “Eliphas wouldn’t hurt me.” She gave him a look like he was crazy.

      He let his silence be his answer to that.

      She pursed her lips. “Anyway… once we get a snack, there should be a computer in the kitchen somewhere. Half the temple business runs through the kitchen—it’s not easy keeping people fed. All the temples I’ve visited have had some kind of ordering system on the main temple network.” They’d reached the cafeteria, so she dropped her voice. “This way.”

      They wound through the tables, which were still well populated—if breakfast was over, it wasn’t by much. Through the double doors to the kitchen, there was a frenzy of activity. Mostly clean-up—a half dozen men and women dressed in what looked like white cotton scrubs, spraying pots and loading an industrial-sized dishwasher.

      “Hey!” a tall guy shouted at them over the noise of water and scrubbing. “You need scrubs to be in here.”

      “We’re just getting a snack!” Verity shouted back. She was leading Wylde past gleaming stainless prep tables that were already clean and a whole line of griddle tops.

      The guy scowled but waved them through the activity. “The walk-in is still open. But the kitchen is officially closed.”

      “Thanks!” Verity towed Wylde toward two giant stainless doors. The walk-in fridges were cold—and they were barely dressed—but wrapped sandwiches and fruit salad cups beckoned. They grabbed some of each and tore into them, munching away.

      “I didn’t see any computer terminals,” Wylde said around a bite. He glanced back at the closed fridge door. “And if they lock us in, we’ll freeze to death in here.”

      Verity was chewing her own sandwich. “They won’t.” Her nipples were standing at attention due to the cold, and Wylde had to physically wrest his gaze from them. “And if there’s no terminal in the kitchen,” she continued, “then it’s probably in a storage room. Or an office. If not, we can try the admin office again, but that might be suspicious. We should wait in here until they clear out.”

      Wylde nodded and focused on stuffing sandwich into his face. They made quick work of the food, but Verity was clearly shaking from the cold before they were done.

      “Let’s get you out of here.” Wylde polished off the last bite.

      Verity nodded, and when they emerged from the fridge, rubbing the cold from their arms, the kitchen was empty and clean. They poked around, but there were no computers, only industrial kitchenware to be found. A narrow hallway led past the walk-in fridges to two doors at the end. One led to a larger storage area with racks of vegetables and prepped dishes, and the other was locked.

      “This has to be it.” Verity’s frown showed little faith in his ability to get in.

      “Be right back.” He jogged to the kitchen, found a small knife, and returned. It took a moment, but he was able to shove it between the door jam and the lock bolt and jimmy it free.

      “Something you learned at the Academy?” Verity asked with a smirk.

      “Perhaps.” He held the door for her and peered inside. There was a small office with a desk and a computer. “Bingo.”

      Verity quickly took a seat and poked around until she brought up a screen that said Temple Business. He told her the login and password the bureau had extracted from Violet, and it worked first try. Unfortunately, there was nothing obvious on the network drive about a secret laboratory.

      Wylde leaned in, trying to ignore the fine view down Verity’s dress. “What’s this folder?” It was labeled Celebration. “The bureau says Eliphas has something planned for that—something big.”

      Verity clicked it open and found a bunch of files. “Looks like the lists Sarah was going through before.”

      “Sarah?” he asked.

      “At the admin office. She was working on some kind of party supplies for the celebration. I mean… it doesn’t look like anything sinister.”

      They perused the lists for a few minutes. The only thing off was the quantities. “How many people is Eliphas inviting to this thing?” Wylde pointed to the list of plasticware. “Ten thousand cups? Seems excessive.”

      Verity shrugged. Then she leaned back from the screen, eyes wide.

      “What?” He couldn’t see anything alarming there.

      “My vision.” She looked a little freaked out. “There were a lot of people there. Eliphas was on stage. A big stage. It was… familiar. But nowhere in the temple.”

      He squinted at the party list. “You think your vision was of the celebration? I thought you said there were dead people.”

      “There were.” She pursed her lips and rose up from the chair. Then she stepped to the door, closed it, and leaned back against it. Her gaze was unfocused like something was fascinating on the plain wooden floor.

      “What are you thinking?” He turned to sit on the edge of the desk, facing her.

      She looked up. “That we need to use all of our resources.” She crossed the small office until she was standing right in front of him. “What if my vision is the celebration? And Eliphas is planning something horrible there?”

      “You should try to remember as many details as you can.” His head was right at her chest level, which made it difficult not to stare, so he stood up. But that put them suddenly close with her staring up into his eyes.

      “It was a sunny day,” she said, not moving back. “Morning. The celebration is planned for the end of the third day of consecration tomorrow, not the beginning.”

      “Maybe your vision is of something else, then.” He couldn’t quite resist touching her—she was so close—so he brushed her hair back from where it had fallen over her chest.

      Her intense gaze dropped from his eyes to his lips then bounced back. “I know how we can find out.” She lifted her hands and placed them on his bare chest.

      He sucked in air. “What’re you—”

      She slid her hands up and reached behind his neck. He knew exactly what she was doing, yet he was still surprised when she lifted up on tiptoe and pulled him down into the kiss. He exhaled into it, and his hands were on her back before he could even think what he was doing. Her mouth was hungry for him, and it spiked an intense ache low in his belly. One of her hands was in his hair, but the other slid down his chest…

      He pulled away, breaking the kiss and trapping her hand before it went any lower. “What are we doing here?” He was breathless. And one look at her flushed cheeks told him the answer. But what in the world? “Are you saying you want to…” He was fumbling for words. Because Are you using me for sex? didn’t seem like the right thing to ask when he was nowhere near saying no.

      She blinked and drew back. “I thought you’d want to…” She turned away from him like she was making a run for the door.

      He held tight to her hand and brought her back. “I’m not saying I don’t.” That was easy enough to say. He pulled her up against him, close, and bent to kiss her. It quickly got hot again, her hands on his chest, pushing back his shirt, her mouth devouring his. He wanted to ask if this was just to bring on another vision. He wanted to know what she really thought about making love again. Was it perfunctory for her? Exciting? Was the vision an excuse to claw at him or was clawing at him just a way to bring on the vision?

      Then she stroked him through his pants, and he decided he didn’t want to talk.

      He pivoted her around, gripping her cute bottom and lifting it up onto the desk. His shirt was half down his shoulders and just impeding him, so he released her for a moment to fight it off. While he was busy with that, she ducked her head, pulling the loop of dress fabric over it and setting her breasts free of their restraints.

      “Oh, sweet magick,” he breathed, half in prayer and half in thanks.

      He kissed away her smile, brushing her long, red hair to the side so he could palm one breast in each hand. He nudged her legs apart, standing between them as she sat on the edge of the desk. Having her splayed like this, even with way too much fabric still between them, made him hard and aching. He released her mouth so he could feast on her neck, causing her to tip back a little, bracing herself on the desk and lifting her breasts to where he could reach them with his mouth.

      “Is this what you want?” he breathed against the incredibly silky skin of her breast. Then he lightly bit her hard nipple, and her gasp Yes! went straight to his groin.

      Fuck. Him. Was he really lucky enough to be doing this again? He feasted on her breast, and she arched even more up into his mouth. She was making him ache. Vision or no, he wanted this, she wanted this… this was definitely happening. And he was deliriously happy that his wishful thinking had made him snag a condom from the bathroom before he left the room.

      He fished it out of his pocket, kissed her thoroughly on the mouth, then held it up. “It’s either this or my tongue. And I can’t even tell you which I’d like more.” Truth: he wanted it all.

      She smiled and snatched the condom from his fingers, then sat up straight to open it, forcing him to straighten up. Were they doing this on the desk? He needed her panties off—

      Then her hand went down his pants and short-circuited any logistical thoughts. “Oh, fuck, yes,” he breathed as she stroked him. He helped her with the condom, but she caught on quick enough, and holy fuck her hands on him were making him crazy. He brought her mouth to his again, kissing her deeply as her hand kept up a teasing dance along his very hard length. He snagged her hand and lifted it away, moving it behind her on the table. “You need to lean back.” Then he lifted her bottom and scooted her closer to the edge. Her skirt was everywhere, full and soft and slippery. That had to go. He tugged at her belt, setting it free, and slid the entire thing off, panties and all. Which left her completely naked on the desk, legs spread wide for him, while his pants were now around his ankles. He leaned her back slightly with a kiss, sliding his hand between her legs and pulsing some healing energy there. She’d just had sex for the first time not long ago—he didn’t want to hurt her. But she was wet and warm, and the sound she made—soft and whimpering—definitely said ready.

      Yet he wanted to hear it from her. “Are you sure you want me?” He was nearly inside her already in this position. And he tried to ignore the implication of those words—as if he was asking her to want more than just his body—but the time before she answered was mercifully short.

      “Yes.” She arched into him.

      He braced the small of her back with one hand and the table with the other… and stroked in, hard and fast. She gasped, and that open-mouthed look of shock was absolutely killing him. He thrust again, trying to find an anchor and a rhythm. Just as he got there, she curled up to watch the joining of their bodies with a look of surprise and lust that was the most erotic thing he could imagine. He kept thrusting, his own ragged breathing matching her pants with each one.

      “Oh, God, Wylde,” she gasped, tipping back again, her head falling, hair pooling, as she leaned into his thrusts. “Oh God, Oh God… I feel it… I feel…”

      “Yes.” He thrust harder. “Feel it.” There was something so primal and fast about this—he was completely lost in it.

      Her whimper grew into a jiggering moan, her insanely beautiful breasts jostling hard, her back bending to take him deeper, her red hair spilling all over the desk. She was the picture of loveliness and lust and pleasure unleashed.

      “Oh, God, I’m going to—” Then she gasped and cried out, her body undulating with the orgasm as it took her. “Yes! Yes!” She clawed at his arm, and he felt it inside her, the contractions squeezing him even more than her already intense tightness.

      “Fuck,” he panted. “Yes.” His own orgasm shot up and out, sudden and surprising and so intense his vision whited out for a second. The sweet bliss of it was so surreal, his mind literally blanked. He stopped thrusting and held deep inside her, and for a moment, everything was perfectly still and achingly good.

      And then she collapsed.

      His eyes jolted open. She’d slumped onto the desk, all tension gone, heavy on his hand still holding her back. “Oh, God,” he whispered, his heart lurching. What the fuck was he doing, playing around with this? He pulled out and tried to nudge her away from the edge, but she was absolute dead weight. Her head was bent awkwardly to the side, her arms splayed where they fell, her legs dangling from the front. He was at a loss what to do. How long would she be out? He’d been in such a panic before, he had no sense of the time. He’d just shouted at her until she suddenly opened her eyes.

      This time, he gathered her up, one arm under her legs, the other hooked under her shoulders. It was nearly impossible to get her off the desk, she was so passed out, but he managed. Then he held her tight to his chest and eased them both to the floor, practically falling the last bit. Once there, he wrapped his arms around her, holding her like a child who’d fallen into such a complete sleep they were limp—he was careful with her head, her hair, her beautiful legs draped over his lap.

      “Verity,” he whispered, stroking the hair from her face and fighting back the tears.

      What the fuck had he done?
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      The field was bright with green and warm on Verity’s feet.

      It was nearly empty now—no people dying like before. Just a few milling around in the vast stretch before the stage. Details. She should look for details. The stage itself was unusual—giant swooping metal that looked like sails. It was iconic. She knew this place, but couldn’t name it. The stage sat under the metal sails with a small concrete landing before it, but she was out in the grassy lawn that stretched and stretched. Overhead were shiny metal bars glinting in the early morning sun, crisscrossing against the stark blue sky. Skyscrapers loomed all around. But this place—this time—was before the event. She could feel the chaos magick gathering, vibrating, singing of destiny, but the nexus had not yet arrived. She reached out, sensing the waves from the future as she always did, only this time, she could gather those tendrils of time like threads and pull herself along them.

      She pulled and pulled, not really moving, and then suddenly… snapped.

      The people around her flicked out of existence, replaced by hundreds more. The field was crowded now. People gathering but not for a party—for a speech. She heard Eliphas and the familiar patter of his sermon before she could wade through the people and spy him through an opening in the crowd. He was on the stage speaking of liberation from the tyranny of legal and illegal magick. Verity pushed forward, but he was so far… then she pulled on the threads of future magick, for it gathered around him in a tightly spun knot.

      He was the nexus.

      She snapped… and was instantly transported on stage.

      This was a different time. His arms were raised. He spoke of sex magick and its power, and the great gift they, his followers, had given him. For now, he could bestow upon them the full measure of all their Talents. Today. Right now.

      Verity looked away from the charismatic leader and out among his gathered flock. There had to be a thousand people on the grass now. One moment they were standing, applauding… and then the chaos magick wrenched, pulling her forward involuntarily this time, and she was among the crowd again, the same scene as the first vision. Some people lying motionless on the ground. Others writhing in pain. Some stood with raised hands. But then she saw—they were conjuring. Some emitting blasts of pure magick into the air. Others spinning balls of electricity in their hands. Some were commanding water out of the grass or withering it with a magickal blast of heat. As she watched, they went from Talent to Talent, as if suddenly given a toybox full and wanting to take each one out to play. They paid no heed to the people fallen at their feet. The unbelievers whose faith had been found wanting.

      Eliphas was proclaiming the New World.

      He was saying none could stand before them. His army of the faithful. And their numbers would only grow.

      A tsunami of guilt washed over her. How had she not seen? How had she helped this man for so long, brought him here, to her city, her friends, her family?

      Her city.

      She looked up and saw the pavilion for what it was.

      Verity gasped in air.

      Her eyes blinked open.

      “Oh, Verity,” Wylde sighed. It almost sounded like a cry. There were tears in his eyes that puzzled her. Her head was still fuzzy from the vision. She still felt the threads pulling at her, distracting her. Chaos magick buzzed all around them.

      “Tell me you’re okay,” Wylde whispered. She was in his lap—in his arms—and his touch was so gentle. So caring. They were naked—well, Wylde still had his open shirt on—and she remembered, mostly by the soreness between her legs as she moved, that they’d made love again.

      And it was glorious. “I’m fine.” She smiled for him.

      He seemed to melt with relief. “Okay, next time, for the love of magick, we are doing this lying down.”

      She grinned and curled up to sitting. “Next time?” She shifted to the floor, so she wasn’t crushing him, but rose up on her knees to kiss him, gently—her body needed to recover before there could be any more love-making.

      He groaned into her, his hands going rough into her hair, but his lips gentle. “I don’t know if I can take it,” he said.

      She pulled back and arched her eyebrow.

      “Okay, I’ll take the love-making. Or give it.” He grinned. “All day long. But this passing out part, Verity…” He shook his head, and her heart swelled. He was genuinely worried. And a little freaked.

      “I am fine. I promise.” She scooped up her skirt laying nearby so she could sit on that rather than the bare, cold floor. He took it from her hands and beckoned her to stand. Then he slowly dressed her, panties first, then the skirt. Finally, he looped the top around her neck, gently brushing her hair out of the way, and tied the rope around her waist to fix it.

      It was so sweet, she was rendered speechless for a moment.

      Last, he pulled his pants up again, then sat in the chair next to the desk. He took her hand and pulled her into sitting across his lap. It felt… deliciously comfortable. Like of course they would cuddle like this, even though she wasn’t at all sure cuddling was part of their relationship now.

      “Let’s just wait for a bit,” he said, “and make sure you’re okay, all right?”

      The temporary leftover fuzziness of the vision-state had cleared, so she was fine. But his concern touched her… and she was highly in favor of cuddling.

      “Tell me this was all worth it,” he said softly.

      “It was.” She put her hand to his cheek, then ran her thumb along his jawline. So sharp. And his lips were slightly swollen from all their kissing. His eyes shone, and those boyish good looks were making her insides flutter. Even after they’d made love, he had that effect on her.

      Her touch seemed to affect him, too. He leaned into it, eyes half closed, then gave her a serious look. “Tell me.”

      So she did, step by step, with as much detail as she could remember. He soaked in every word, and by the end, his worried frown had been swept away by awe.

      “You really think this will happen?” he asked.

      “I’ve only had a few visions in my life,” she said. “Some minor ones when I was small. They always came true. And then my mom dying, of course. That one was exactly as I saw it, down to every detail.”

      He scowled. “But there has to be some way to change it.”

      “I tried everything. Told my mom she should go get checked. Tried to change the doctor. Even canceled one of her chemo appointments just to see if anything would change. But every time, it always worked out exactly as I’d seen in my vision. Sometimes, the very thing I changed caused it to happen.”

      “A time paradox?” He shook his head. “That’s like saying there’s only one fate for all of us. That none of our choices make a difference.”

      “I’m not sure that they do.”

      He looked so taken aback that she wriggled out of his lap and stood. “Let’s head back to the room. I’m tired.”

      He frowned but rose up. “Are you okay to walk?”

      She nodded. Mostly, she needed time to process. She didn’t want to explain what she really thought—what she felt every minute of every day. That everything moved along a pre-determined course, you couldn’t change any of it, and the only thing that seeing the future did for you was eliminate the surprise.

      Usually, the surprise was better.

      Wylde snagged the knife he’d used to jimmy the lock, and they closed the office as they left, leaving the knife in the kitchen just as he’d found it. They didn’t talk as they wound their way back to the room.

      It was still early for lunch, so the cafeteria was clear, but the hallways were crowded with followers practicing sex magick. It was only the second day of the consecration, but word must have gotten out. Usually, the crowds peaked in the third day then tapered off. Many came for the license to fuck—Verity had always known that, but when she was still in thrall to Eliphas’s ideas, believing they were the road to her personal salvation, the taming of this wild divination Talent of hers, it didn’t bother her so much. Now that she saw the debauchery for what it was, it seemed tawdry and sullen. It reminded her that she could easily have joined their ranks, giving herself over to Eliphas and his Initiates as another body to add to the mix, revving up each other’s magick by the power of sex. Some of that was certainly real—everyone knew that sex enhanced your native Talents, whatever they were—but Eliphas took it one step further, promising to pierce the veil between the real world and the luminous one, unlocking new Talents in the process.

      That part was bullshit.

      But then again… wasn’t that precisely what she was doing with Wylde? Using him to reach that orgasmic state where she could access her Talent? Yes, she was using it to help solve his case, but in the process, she was also learning how to wield it. Was that better or worse than just looking for an excuse to fuck someone, anyone, in the hallway? Was she any different than any of them?

      These questions tangled up her head and knotted her stomach so by the time they got back to the room, she was a mess. And tired. And had no idea what they were supposed to do next.

      Once they were safely inside, Wylde propped himself on the bed, like he wanted to talk. “Tell me more about where this is going to happen. You said you recognized the stage.”

      “It’s right here in downtown Chicago,” she said wearily, folding her legs up to sit on the bed across from him. “It’s the pavilion in Millennium Park. I should have recognized it right away. The vision state is weird, kind of like a dream. Sometimes, I can see things for what they are, and sometimes I can’t.”

      “We can literally walk there from here.” He was rubbing his chin, thinking. “And you say he was giving people Talents.”

      “I think so, although I don’t know how.”

      “Well, he turned them on at the conference.”

      “Yeah, but those were Talents people already had.” This discussion was sapping her energy. “He was just restoring them. In my vision, people were playing around with multiple Talents. Like they’d never used them before.” She rubbed her temples. A throbbing had started there, like a headache knocking on her skull asking to be let in.

      “And you say you can move around in the vision.” He was getting excited now. “Like you can control which part or time that you see.”

      “Yeah.” She sighed. “But I wasn’t always in charge of that. The nexus pulled me too. I guess I could work on that.” God, she was tired. She let her hands fall from her temples. “He’s building an army, Wylde. A magickal army with a full complement of every kind of Talent. I don’t know how you fight that.” Or if they should even bother. If it was in the vision, it would happen.

      He gave her a sweet smile. “Well, we have you as our secret weapon.”

      “I don’t feel like a weapon.” She scowled. “At best, I’m just telling you before it happens.”

      “There has to be some way to change it,” he insisted.

      “If you say so.” She stretched out on the bed, her toes barely reaching him at the end. “I just need to rest for a bit.” A yawn overtook her as she pulled a pillow under her head. She felt him jostle the bed behind her, climbing over to where she’d settled.

      “I was up all night.” He was tucking up behind her, his front to her back. Spooning. She knew what it was, but she’d never done it. He smoothed down the hair on her head. She thought he was just petting her, which struck her as tremendously sweet, but then he whispered in her ear. “Sweet dreams, Verity Strange.” He nuzzled her ear, which sent jolts of awakeness through her. She honestly hoped he didn’t want to make love again—she just couldn’t—but he simply slid his arm around her waist, pulling her snug against him, and let out a long sigh.

      That sound was like a signal to close her eyes, and the moment that happened, she was halfway drifted off to sleep. Her half-asleep mind conjured scenes of Eliphas, his arms raised high, promising the moon and the stars… and all she could think was that Wylde had saved her, and she wasn’t sure if she’d properly thanked him yet. Not with kisses or sex but just telling him.

      And maybe more sex later after that.

      She drifted into darkness with sweet dreams indeed.
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      Wylde was awoken from a dead sleep by pounding on the door.

      Verity jolted up from where she lay next to him, then scrambled out of bed and stumbled to the door. Wylde squinted and propped himself up on his elbow, still in a haze of sleep. Verity opened the door.

      “This is the third time I’ve come knocking,” the woman outside complained. It was Alana, their “guide” from before. “Where have you been?”

      “We were here, sleeping.” Verity yawned convincingly and smoothed back her mussed hair. Wylde couldn’t remember if it was that way from their love-making or just from the hard sleep. He fumbled his phone out of his pocket. Holy shit, they’d been out for five hours. It was mid-afternoon.

      “Yeah, well, Eliphas has been asking for you.” Alana seemed very put out by this, maybe because she was Eliphas’s errand girl.

      Then Wylde’s brain woke all the way up. Eliphas is asking for Verity. He swung his legs over the side and practically leaped out of bed.

      Verity still seemed half awake. “What does he want?”

      Alana gave her a look like she was nuts. “Does it matter? He’s asking for you.”

      Wylde lurched over to the door and peeked over Verity’s shoulder. “Tell him we’ll be right there.”

      Alana scowled at him. “Yeah, he wants you both in his private chambers.”

      It was good Eliphas wanted them both because no way in hell was Wylde letting Verity go see him alone.

      “I need a shower,” Verity said, more clearly awake now. “Tell him I’ll be there soon.”

      Alana nodded and trotted off. Verity closed the door and brushed past him with a frown on her face. She really was headed for the shower. Which, to be fair, he needed as well. He tried to follow her, but Verity just held up a hand. “I’m showering alone, thank you very much.”

      Wylde stopped in his tracks and watched her disappear into the bathroom. He couldn’t help feeling like she’d just punched him in the gut. Which was stupid. It was just a shower. And they owed each other precisely nothing, certainly not erotic couple’s showers. This whole tangled mess of hot sex and passing out and cuddling on the bed had gotten inside his head and was spinning it around. He’d had a lot of sex in his life—his father’s cult made sure of that, just like Eliphas’s. And he’d had a lot of relationships with girls—even normal, healthy ones, although that had all been after he left the Immortals. The only good relationships he’d had inside his father’s cult had been fraught with horrors… and those had essentially died when he left. He didn’t know what the hell he was doing with Verity Strange, but it wasn’t like anything he’d done before. Everything was more intense. The sex. His need to rescue and protect her. This insane Talent of hers. The fact that all of it was buried deep inside a case with sky-high stakes.

      He ran his hand through his hair and paced while she showered. He thought he’d worked through all his issues. All that baggage from growing up isolated from the real world and anyone with any sense of how to be a real human. He figured out, mostly on his own, how to have normal sex. He found a way to trust people again. Then, from the first moment he saw Verity in her apartment with her insanely hot innocence and her insistence that Eliphas wasn’t the maniacal cult leader he obviously was, Wylde had been hooked right back in. Like a drunk who hadn’t had a drink in ten years and then one cocktail kicks off a three-day bender. It wasn’t Verity—she was lost in all this, even more than he was. It was him. He knew this case would hit close to home, but fuck. He’d fallen down the rabbit hole with her, and it had been only two days.

      All of it was blaring red warning lights in his head.

      But when he ignored all that and just thought about her… it all made a crazy kind of sense. She needed him. He was the right guy at the right time to break Eliphas’s hold on her. But it was more than that. That time in the kitchen office wasn’t just blow-the-doors-off hot for him. She was into it. And exploring her Talent. Which was real… honest-to-magick divination. It was a supremely rare Talent, and hers was like none he’d seen cataloged in the Registry. That was still blowing his mind. And again… he was the right guy at the right time to help her discover how to use it. Plus they were still deep in the case. Eliphas was asking for her, they had to maintain cover to find this secret lab, but Wylde would not let Eliphas get his hands on her. Who knew what that asshole would do. And she was fragile. Not that Verity wasn’t strong—no one went it alone like she had all those years without having some serious badassery under the skin—but she was in a vulnerable transition state, and that brought out every ragingly protective instinct Wylde had.

      No matter how all this went down, he would not let it break Verity.

      But after that?

      Eventually, she’d discover all the sordidness of his past. He wouldn’t be the right guy at the right time anymore. Probably not the right guy at all, ever. The thing was—that shouldn’t bother him. It shouldn’t even be a factor.

      And yet it was all he could think about.

      Focus on the case. Save the girl, get the bad guy, get fucking out of this cult… then he could figure out how to go back to his normal life with the bureau. Ninety percent of the time he was strictly an analyst. The other ten percent was minor fieldwork breaking up small-time family cults on weapons running or maybe farming drugs. He’d had one sex-magick-trafficking case in his five years in the bureau. Once he was done here—the biggest, most dangerous sex-magick cult in the world—he could go back to his normal job and his normal life and put all this behind him.

      He kept his gaze down when Verity came scurrying out of the bathroom, hair piled on top of her head, sweet body wrapped in a white towel. He jumped in the shower himself and made it quick. She was thinking ahead with this, erasing any signs or scents of sex between them to maintain cover. Smart. He had to get his head back in this, too. Because whatever Eliphas wanted with them, Wylde needed to be on top of his game.

      Just as he was slipping his clothes back on, his phone buzzed.

      It was a text from the bureau, using his cover contact, Temperance—his actual sister was long dead, but no one should know that while he was undercover. Talk? it said. Yeah, he sent back and finger-combed his hair while he waited for the call. Phone conversations were more secure, but checking first avoided blowing his cover.

      He picked it up on the first ring. “Hey.”

      “You good to talk?” It was Agent Walker, resident incubus.

      “Gotta keep it short.” He stepped out of the bathroom and held up a finger to Verity to let her know he would be a minute. “Eliphas wants to meet with us.”

      “Copy that. Here’s the update: we scored on the drug factory downstate, the one Violet gave us intel on. Farmhouse in the middle of nowhere. We think that’s the only manufacturing facility for the gene-editing drugs, but we’re still uncertain on the purpose of this supposed second lab at the temple. The downstate facility is substantial—not only manufacturing the gene drives that install the genetic Talent switches, but also the magick-stabilized delivery system. It’s complex. I’m not seeing Eliphas setting up something like that in the temple.”

      “Maybe she was just confused?” Wylde offered.

      “Doubtful,” Zane said. “She is pretty unstable—Agent Payne’s bringing it hard on her with his emotion-mancing—but everything she’s giving us checks out. The lab. Details on how the med-magick works. She’s deciphered some of the lab reports, and Mercy’s taken that and replicated it in her lab. Mercy has an antidote cooking right now. So consensus at MCD is that Violet’s intel is solid gold. Which means there’s a lab somewhere in the temple for some unknown purpose.”

      “She won’t talk on that?” Wylde asked. Verity was paying close attention to his call—he’d have to brief her when they were through.

      “My theory is that she doesn’t know. Eliphas kept some of this secret even from her.”

      “But Mercy has an antidote?” he asked. Verity’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s good news. Maybe we go with that and shut everything down.”

      “There are too many people at the temple,” Zane said. “Burrows has green-lit a plan to get agents in place, though. In fact, we’ll be leaving as soon as I’m done briefing you. Burrows will run point from the office.”

      “Wait… in the temple?” Now Wylde’s eyebrows shot up. He knew about the one agent, but this sounded a lot bigger. “Who are we talking?”

      “Mercy’s bringing the antidote. Ever’s coming with her gravity magick. Agent Payne’s doing another session with Violet, then he’ll be joining us. We’ve got about two dozen agents total with a range of Talents. We’re posing as supplicants, but the flow of people into the temple is so large, we’re banking on escaping Eliphas’s notice, even for Mercy and Swift, who he’s had eyes on before.”

      “I’m sure you’ll get in.” Wylde grimaced. “You might be surprised what you find when you get here. Wait… you’re an incubus. Won’t you…” His mind boggled.

      “I’ll be fine,” he growled. “Powered up like mad, but that’s why I’m bringing Ever.”

      “Huh? Wait, nevermind. I don’t want to know.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, you don’t.” He cleared his throat. “Okay, we still don’t know what Eliphas is planning. We need to find that lab. I’m going to text you some floor plans of the temple. Anything that looks like it doesn’t belong, break in and figure it out.”

      “Copy that.”

      “Once we’re inside, Mercy’s going to conjure a plan to test the antidote.”

      “Wait—you haven’t tested it yet?”

      “She hasn’t even finished making it.” Zane’s voice was tight. “More important, we don’t really know how to test it. Eliphas is the only one who’s triggered the gene switches, as far as we know. Well, him and Tobin Raine, but my theory is that it was Eliphas every time. Only we still don’t know how. Mercy has some theories. Swift might be able to get it out of Violet. That’s a work in progress.”

      Wylde realized he hadn’t told the bureau about Verity’s vision yet. And he really didn’t want to explain the details on how that came to be. But they needed to know. “I think you’re right about Eliphas basically controlling the switch—whether it’s through one of his Talents we don’t know about or something else, I don’t know. But Verity’s divination Talent has given us some solid intel on what Eliphas is planning.” He gave her a small nod as her eyes went wide.

      “Let’s hear it,” Zane said.

      “He’s intending some kind of mass unleashing of Talents.” Wylde wasn’t sure how much to tell. Or even how much he knew for sure. He was still convinced they could stop this. “I don’t know how he does it, but since he’s a latent incubus, my theory is he’s powering up with all the sex magick going on in the temple. Either way, when he does flip the switch on these people, Verity’s vision shows it not going well. Mass casualties.”

      “Fuck.” Zane repeated what Wylde said to someone else. Then to Wylde, “Is this the “celebration” event?”

      “Maybe? It’s at the pavilion at Millenium Park. In the morning. Just not sure which morning.”

      “That’s… less helpful.” His frustration was Wylde’s as well. “Hang on. Here’s Burrows.”

      Shit.

      “Agent Bane?”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “You doing all right in there? We need to pull you out?” There was an uncharacteristic concern in her voice.

      “No, Ma’am.” Fuck. But he vowed in that instant to take Verity out with him if that’s what the SAIC ordered.

      “Good.” Her voice went back to her normal hard-as-nails. “We need you to find this lab. And I mean now. We’ve kept the downstate lab bust quiet, but Eliphas will find out soon enough. He might already know. You’ll have agents on the ground inside two hours. We’ll be ready to spring once you give us a target. I want to do this with minimum casualties, especially with an ever-increasing number of civilians on the premises, as the Mayor likes to remind me approximately every forty-five minutes.”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Report back when you have something.” The line muffled for a second, then Zane was back on.

      “We’ll be going burner phones from here,” he said. “So expect an unknown number for our next contact.”

      “Copy that.” Then Agent Walker hung up. Before Wylde could swipe off his phone, the floor plans came through on text.

      “What do they think about my vision?” Verity asked, her eyes still wide.

      “That we need to know for sure when it’s happening.” He saved the floorplans and stuffed his phone in his pocket.

      “Next time, I can try to find that out.”

      He looked up at her. Next time. More sex? His heart skipped around way too much with that. “Great. But even more important, we need to find the secret lab Eliphas has squirreled away in the temple.” Then he briefed her quickly on the rest of the status update from the bureau. When he’d caught her up, he finished with, “But right now, we need to go see Eliphas. We need to buy some time to go poking around.” He couldn’t help the small smile. “And maybe a chance to do another vision quest.”

      Was it his imagination that her eyes lit up with that too? “Okay.” She strode to the door of their room but hesitated there. “You said my sister Mercy is coming to the Temple. What if Eliphas sees her? He invited her here. I don’t like that he wants her.”

      “She’s got that mind-control Talent,” Wylde assured her. “She’ll be fine.”

      Verity frowned, but they proceeded out into the hall and hustled to Eliphas’s private office, beyond which were his private quarters. Wylde had no idea what to expect, but Eliphas raging at Alana while she shrank into the receptionist’s chair wasn’t it. But he should have. He knew the pattern. Cult leaders manipulated in a variety of modes—switching between charismatic and unstable and dangerous kept people off-balance. It was the unpredictability as much as anything that tore down the people they were trying to intimidate.

      Alana was quaking in her chair, nodding fast under the barrage.

      Verity frowned as they entered the room, and the last thing Wylde wanted was her engaging with Eliphas. She wouldn’t intend to blow their cover, he was sure of that, but she’d just recently had her faith in him shattered. That could easily be wrenched to the surface.

      He slipped his hand into Verity’s and held her back. “Oh! Sorry to interrupt,” he called to Eliphas. “We can come back.”

      “No,” Eliphas snapped but then quickly recovered. “It’s fine.” He beckoned them. “Come in. We’ll talk in my private chambers.” He gave Alana a dismissive glance then pasted a smile on for them, strolling around the reception desk to meet them at the room’s second door.

      “Okay!” Wylde’s stomach bunched up, but he kept his smile bright.

      Verity was struggling—he could sense it in the sudden clamminess of her hand. He placed a soft hand at the small of her back, meant to reassure her as they stepped into Eliphas’s private chamber.

      Then he saw what it was—a fucking orgy room. Great.

      “Oh, hey!” Wylde turned back to Eliphas as he closed the door behind them. “Did you ever find that girl? She was amazing. I hope everything’s okay.”

      Eliphas narrowed his eyes. “She’s served her purpose.”

      “And how!” Wylde grinned. Being a clueless dick felt like the right way to play this. Any direct confrontation with Eliphas would put their cover in jeopardy, not to mention their lives. Wylde felt sure he could take Eliphas, but he didn’t know the man’s Talents, and Verity was in the room, exposed. Letting the charismatic leader think he was smarter than you was almost always the safer path—something Wylde learned hard and often when he was growing up.

      Eliphas ignored him, taking Verity’s hand and pulling her away.

      Wylde struggled not to let the torrent of feelings that unleashed show on his face.

      Verity looked like she might be sick.

      Eliphas stroked her cheek. “I’m ready for you, sweet Verity. Your consecration is at hand. I’ve arranged for the Initiates to gather at the altar. I want you now. That way, you’ll be ready, flowering into your wondrous Talent, before the celebration.”

      “Isn’t that not until tomorrow night?” Wylde’s voice cracked a little with how hard he had to work to keep it light.

      Eliphas threw a glare at him for interrupting. “I’ve moved the celebration up. It’ll take place first thing in the morning.”

      The morning. Wylde’s stomach lurched. Verity threw him a look, and he could see the panic in her eyes. It was her vision coming true.

      Eliphas pulled her chin back, so she was looking at him. “Don’t worry, young one. You’re ready. I can tell.” He trailed his hand down from Verity’s chin, down her throat and slipped it under the fabric of her dress—

      Wylde was at her side before he could blink. He forced a grin for Eliphas and stood behind Verity, sliding a hand onto her bare lower back. “Man, I can’t wait! Like, seriously, this whole sacred sex magick thing is way better than I expected!”

      Eliphas was working up to a full scowl.

      “But here’s the thing…” Wylde scrunched up his face in an exaggerated way. “I don’t know if Verity’s quite ready.”

      “That’s not for you to decide—” Eliphas’s eyes flashed.

      “I think Wylde’s right.” Verity’s voice was a whisper, but Eliphas snapped an amazed look at her. Before the two could get too far with that, Wylde pulled out his ace in the hole—namely his Talent. Reversing his healing powers, he pulled the magick of life straight out of Verity’s midsection. She gasped with surprise and reflexively doubled over and clenched her stomach. Eliphas leaned back, eyes wide.

      “See what I mean?” Wylde said, immediately pulling back on the magick. He felt like shit for making Verity actually feel sick, but he hadn’t drained enough to hurt her in any real way. “She wasn’t feeling right when I came in this morning. I convinced her to lie down and rest, but Alana woke us up. I think she might have a bug.” He wasn’t even touching Verity now, but she’d caught on to the ruse and was hamming it up, moaning and clutching her stomach.

      Eliphas looked disgusted. “I’ll send for a healer for you.”

      “I just need some rest,” Verity said, her voice weak. “Then I’ll be ready.”

      Eliphas sighed but looked more put out than angry. “The consecration has to be tonight. I need you ready to fulfill your destiny, by my side, tomorrow. Do you understand?”

      Verity nodded, still managing to look sickly.

      Eliphas waved her toward his door. “Go rest for an hour. You will need your strength for the consecration. I’ll send a healer to your room. I want you ready no later than eight.”

      Verity nodded again.

      That was only three hours. But it would have to do.

      “I’ll make sure she’s ready!” Wylde said brightly, slipping an arm around her and gripping her shoulder. He made a show of assisting her to the door. Once they were through, Alana kept her head down at the receptionist desk. “We’ll be back later!” he called to her, but she didn’t even look up. Wylde waited until they were out the door and limping down the hall before he flushed healing energy into Verity, erasing the bit of gray pallor he’d given her before.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I had to buy us some time.”

      Her cheeks were pinking up again, thank magick. She straightened, exhaled a combination of pleasure and relief, then whispered back, “What the hell was that?” She wasn’t pissed—just amazed.

      “The opposite of what I normally do.” He pushed a little more healing magick into her, just for good measure. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” she breathed. “But you better stop doing that.”

      He grinned. “Or?”

      “Or we might end up like them.” She nodded to a couple who were fucking up against the wall as they passed.

      “Hmmm.” He pretended to examine their technique. The overly tall male had lifted the petite woman clean off the floor as he thrust into her from behind. “Challenge accepted.”

      She smacked his arm, but there was a definite sparkle in her eyes. “I think we have work to do.”

      “Probably.” But damn if he wasn’t thinking about a way to sneak in some action. He stopped with the healing magick because that really was problematic. “Let’s start with the floor plans. We don’t have much time.”

      She nodded, but he caught her sneaking glances at him.

      He couldn’t help thinking about that all the way back to the room.
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      It was hard to see the floor plans on Wylde’s phone screen.

      He and Verity had to huddle together on the bed to go through them, room by room, marking off the ones they knew were something innocuous, not a secret lab with secret things. She knew what Eliphas had planned for the celebration in the morning—he was unleashing Talents and death on a whole lot of people—she just didn’t know how… or how to stop it.

      Or if it was even possible to change the future.

      But she definitely enjoyed the way Wylde played idly with her hair, his arm draped across her shoulders, holding her close. “That’s a storeroom,” he said, marking a red X across a tiny closet next to the kitchen. “I saw a couple come out of there when I was roaming around.”

      “Maybe they were brewing up secret gen-magick in the broom closet.” She snuck a look at him. His open shirt and bare chest were a constant distraction—smooth and well-muscled and a perpetual reminder of when he had been bent over her, thrusting away.

      Wylde nuzzled close and whispered in her ear, “Would you like me to tell you what they were really doing?”

      God, yes. Sex talk from Wylde would be… she didn’t even know what. She was so inexperienced, she had no idea. For all the time she’d spent in Eliphas’s sex-magick temples, she hadn’t seen much of this—playfulness, flirtation, cuddling.

      She bit her lip. “We’ll never find the secret lab that way.”

      Wydle sighed his disappointment, and she felt it, too. Then he went back to manipulating the map on the screen as she held his phone. “Sometime,” he said, his voice full of sexy promise, “I’d like to take you out for coffee.”

      “Coffee?” She grinned and leaned back so she could actually see his face.

      His expression was still heated, his gaze focused on her lips. “Yes, coffee.” He dug his fingers into her hair and gently massaged the back of her head. “You know, a normal date that’s not undercover in a sex cult working on a case.”

      “What in the world would we talk about then?” She was teasing him, but his gaze jumped to her eyes with too much surprise.

      He looked away. “I don’t know.” His hand had gone still. “Maybe it’s not such a great—”

      “Hey.” She touched his cheek, gently bringing him back to face her. “I’d love to have coffee with you.” She held his gaze until a whisper of a smile rose on his face. Then she batted her eyelashes at him. “But I hope it’s not just coffee.”

      His smile grew. “Oh, I totally expect you to use me for sex.”

      Her mouth dropped open in fake outrage, but it was hard not to smile. “I am not using you!”

      He arched an eyebrow at her. “No? I distinctly remember two highly specific requests.” He was teasing her, but there was something under it. A question? A challenge?

      She set his phone down beside her and turned to face him more completely. His eyebrows lifted, but she didn’t let him wonder too long—she grabbed hold of the two sides of his open shirt and pulled him in for a kiss. His lips were warm, almost hot, like always, but unlike his usual mouth-watering kisses, the kind where it felt like he was devouring her, he was holding back on this one.

      She stopped and pulled back to peer into his eyes. “I have a lot to learn about making love… but I know who I want to learn it from.”

      His smile was tentative. “Anyone I know?”

      She scowled at him. “You’re going to make me say it?”

      “Oh, yes.” But the smile was dancing more, trying to break free.

      She took a deep breath and let it out. Because this felt a lot like baring her heart, and she wasn’t sure she was ready for that, but then this whole day had been insane, and they were in the middle of everything, and she didn’t want Wylde to think he hadn’t affected her.

      Because he’d transformed her world.

      “I want you to take me to coffee,” she started. “Somewhere with old books and teacups and ancient spell boxes on dusty shelves. I want to get an outrageous drink and find out all about you. If you like dancing, what you dreamed of being when you were ten. Then I want us to go for a walk, outside, where we can hold hands and bury our toes in the grass, maybe sit on a blanket under a pear blossom tree. I want to know something you’ve never told anyone else. I want you to kiss me like you’re still surprised that you can.” Her heart was pounding.

      Wylde’s expression had fallen blank, and he was blinking way too much. But this was every fantasy she’d ever had about meeting someone she could just be with—someone who wouldn’t know or care that she couldn’t have that kind of relationship. One with sex. Because that had been off the table since she was sixteen, when she almost died in a cave with a corrupt monk. But then Wylde came along and changed everything. So now she could add more to that fantasy.

      “And when night falls,” she continued, “I want you to take me home. Your home. I want to start in the living room. In my fantasy, you have a fireplace. Do you have a fireplace?”

      He swallowed. “I’m going to get one.”

      She laughed, and it was so pure, she could hardly stop smiling. But she could see he was waiting, so she went on. “I want you to undress me slowly in front of the fireplace, with just the light of the fire on our skin, almost like we’re ancient witches in some pagan ritual, conjuring magick via sex. Only we’re not. It’s just you teaching me all the ways that my body can know pleasure. Which is a kind of magick, I suppose. I want you to use your tongue, just once, so I can learn how to enjoy that.”

      “Definitely more than once.” The flush in his cheeks was both cute and highly sexy. She was turning him on. It was such a powerful feeling.

      “And then I want you to show me how to pleasure you,” she continued. “Because I don’t know how, and I really want to. Especially with my mouth—”

      “Verity.” He was breathing hard. “For the love of magick, stop.”

      She grinned, and pride filled her chest. “Too much?”

      “Not enough.” Then he grabbed hold of her cheeks and kissed her the way she liked—devouring and hard and like he just wanted to inhale her. But it was as short as it was intense. “Not enough time to do what I want with you right now.”

      “Later, then.” And her heart swelled.

      “Later.” It was rough—and a promise. He coughed and blew out a breath, and with a smile, reached for his phone cast aside on the bed. “Damn, woman.” He cleared his throat. “Okay, back on task, even if it kills me.” But he still had a smile on his face.

      She snuggled up next to him and peered at the phone. “Those are the purification rooms.” She pointed to a series of identical rectangular rooms, then swiped the map along. “And that’s the altar room.” She stopped and zoomed in. “Hang on.”

      “What?” He scanned the drawing with her.

      “See these two smaller rooms off the end, along the wall?” She zoomed out again, trying to figure out the size of them.

      “Yeah?”

      The altar room was simple in construction—glass wall on one side, the other three lined with statues on pedestals. It was the same in every temple. The altar was just a slab of raised marble with a pad on top for comfort—that was where the new Initiates were consecrated. The rest of the floor was covered in cushions for the sacred sex magick that followed. There was always a prep room off to the side—Eliphas had shown it to her once. It held the robes worn during or after the ceremonies, plus a small wash sink and shower. Consecrating a new Initiate could go on for hours, depending on their endurance. It was a sign of faith to have a long consecration.

      “This prep room on the side.” Verity tapped the screen to make it bigger. “See the markings for a toilet and shower?”

      “Yeah?”

      “That’s normal. That’s supposed to be there. But this part?” She shrunk the screen to show the second room. “That’s not supposed to be there.”

      Wylde drew back. “A secret lab off the prep room for the altar that seldom gets used?”

      Verity nodded. “Seems like a good hiding spot to me.”

      “Can we get in?” He was swiping through the floor plans again, blowing up the altar room.

      “The altar room is usually unlocked.” She shook her head. “Everyone knows it’s off limits. A few adventurous souls get caught in there every once in a while, but…”

      “What about the prep room?” Wylde was already on his feet, tapping something into his phone.

      “I don’t know. I’ve only been there once. And not even in this temple.”

      “Okay, so we snag something to pick the lock.” He was still tapping at his phone. “I’m letting the bureau know we have a lead. I don’t know how many agents Burrows has in the temple yet—she said that would take a couple hours—but I don’t think we should wait. If this doesn’t pan out, we need time to keep looking.”

      Three hours. Less now that they’d been in the room for a bit. “Not to mention Eliphas is sending a healer to my room soon.”

      “Yeah, that’s no good.” He stuffed his phone in his pocket and held out his hand. “Let’s go.” She smiled and took it.

      Wylde made a quick stop at the kitchen and pinched a small knife and a couple other implements, slipping them into the deep pocket of his baggy pants. It was almost time for dinner, so they got a few curious looks, but no one stopped them. Then they hustled to the altar room. The hallways were packed. It was nearing night of the second day of consecration, and Verity had never seen so many supplicants at once. They weren’t just randomly fucking in the hall—with this many people, the regular rooms had to all be filled, and they were simply spilling out into the public spaces.

      They were still respecting the altar, though, as there was no one on the other side of the glass wall. The people in the hallway could easily have seen her and Wylde slip in, but they were busy with each other. Verity led the way to the prep room—the door was unlocked. She hesitated, throwing Wylde a look, but he gave her a nod. She pushed open the door. There was nothing unusual inside. A rack of white linen robes, a stall for the shower, a small alcove for the toilet. Mirrors covered the walls on all sides, giving it a dizzying sense of spaciousness.

      Wylde strode to the rack of robes and pulled it away from the mirrored wall. There didn’t appear to be a door like the floor plans showed, but as Verity looked closer…

      “This mirror panel,” she said, tapping one in the middle of the wall. “It’s slightly more narrow than the others.”

      Wylde tried to pry it open with his fingers, but the gap between panels was too small to get a grip on. Then he used the knife to dig at it, to no avail. “Magick?” he asked her.

      “Do you have some door opening Talent?”

      “Not really.”

      She frowned at it. “There’s not even a lock or…” Her eyebrows lifted. She placed her hand at one edge and pushed. The door gave a little… then sprung open.

      “You have got to be kidding.” Wylde stared as the mirrored door opened wide for them.

      Verity shrugged. “I mean, you’d have to know it was here, so…”

      He shook his head. The light from the prep room spilled inside and showed a whole lot of shiny metal—tables and large canisters and benchtops with stainless steel hoods. Wylde stepped inside and felt along the wall for a switch. Suddenly, the entire room was illuminated.

      “Bingo,” he breathed.

      The room was small, only about fifteen feet on a side. In the middle, on the top of a stainless table, sat a massive network of tubes, machines, and glassware. Underneath were large, covered, plastic tubs with spigots on the side, filled with what looked like milk, or some white-ish liquid. Along the perimeter of the room were more benches, the hoods… a complete chemistry lab. More jugs of liquids were stacked under the benches with boxes of magick-knew-what stacked over and under and everywhere. Every inch of the room was crammed with lab equipment and supplies and whatever these chemicals were. There was a vague scent of almonds in the air.

      Verity and Wylde edged through the narrow space between the center table and the benches along the walls. Wylde was snapping pictures of all the equipment. “I’m sending this to the bureau. I have no idea what all this is, but they’ll have some analyst who can figure it out. Maybe Mercy—” He stopped and looked to her. “Oh, wait, she’s coming here.”

      “She would totally know what this is.”

      Wylde scowled then texted something on his phone.

      “Maybe we can take a sample?” Verity asked. The idea of bringing Mercy into the lab made her queasy. “We shouldn’t stay here much longer.” Then she realized that it wasn’t just anxiety that was twisting her stomach. Waves from the future were ringing through the chaos magick. Something was coming. Verity whipped a look back to the open door behind them. “Wylde,” she whispered.

      “What?” He was still focused on his phone.

      She grabbed his arm. “We need to leave.”

      He looked up at her alarm and glanced at the door, but there was nothing there. Yet. “Let’s just grab a sample—”

      She dropped her hold on his arm and staggered back. Eliphas. She felt his signature everywhere, omnipresent throughout the temple, but he was such a powerful nexus that his physical presence sent her future signals pinging off the charts. “Oh, shit.” She dashed to the door and stumbled out into the prep room. They’d left the door open to the altar room!

      And Eliphas was coming in with a whole host of Initiates.

      Verity staggered back, out of view, chest squeezing in a full panic. She couldn’t even close the door without catching someone’s attention.

      “I treasure the gift you’re offering me, Merilee.” Eliphas’s rich, seductive voice carried across the altar and into the prep room. “I hope you know that.”

      “Oh, yes! I do. I really do.” Merilee sounded like a child. So young.

      Verity bumbled around the rack of consecration robes. Wylde met her at the door to the secret lab, his expression appropriately alarmed. Verity couldn’t decide if they should hide in the lab and pray Eliphas didn’t find them—if he did, he would kill them, she was certain of it—or if she should pull Wylde back into the prep room, close the door, and make some excuse for being there. Chaos magick swirled around her, Eliphas in the next room drowning out everything else, but she felt the slightest tug toward the prep room. She grabbed Wylde’s shirt and yanked him out of the lab and into the prep room. His eyes were wide, but he didn’t resist.

      “Take your position, Merilee.” Eliphas’s voice had dropped even more.

      Shit. Verity closed the mirrored door as quietly as she could, but it wouldn’t stay closed. Shit, shit, shit. She tried again and again… on the third try, it stuck. She and Wylde were somewhat hidden behind the robe rack, but there was really no place to hide. Should they make a run for the shower and hope no one saw them slipping into the booth? Wylde was texting like mad on his phone.

      “That’s right.” Eliphas’s voice made Verity’s stomach bunch up. “While you prepare yourself, I’ll put on a ritual garment that is suitable for the virginal magick you are offering up.”

      Verity huddled with Wylde behind the robe rack. His eyes were lit with fury as he stuffed his phone away, but he didn’t understand. Elphas was coming in the prep room! Verity took hold of Wylde’s shirt and shoved him back against the mirror, then she grabbed his face and pulled him into a devouring kiss. She could feel the shock run through his body, and he took a moment to catch on, but then he gripped her just as hard, one hand in her hair, the other at the small of her back. He turned them both, pinning her body to the mirror with his. He was protecting her. Putting himself between her and Eliphas. It wasn’t like the rickety robe rack was any protection. Her eyes were closed, pretending to be absorbed by Wylde.

      “I see.” Eliphas’s cold voice yanked her eyes open.

      She wrenched her mouth free. “Eliphas!” she cried out. It wasn’t hard to sound scared.

      Wylde jerked around, also doing a good job of looking scared. “Oh, fuck.”

      “Is that what you’re doing here?” But his hard gaze was all for Verity. “Perhaps it wasn’t the boy’s bonds that needed to be broken.”

      Terror wrenched through her heart. “Eliphas, no—”

      He flicked two fingers in Wylde’s direction. His eyes went wide, but he seemed unharmed. “Whatever Talents you had are now gone,” Eliphas said. “Now, get out of my temple.”

      Wylde slid his hand into Verity’s. “Whatever, man.” He sounded like a petulant teenager. “This place is messed up anyway!” He shoved the robe rack out of the way and tugged her out from behind it.

      Eliphas didn’t move, still blocking their way to the door. “Verity, come here. It’s your time.” Behind him, the entire group of Initiates, a dozen or more, some Verity didn’t even recognize, were staring in open fascination and horror. The girl, Merilee, that Eliphas was supposed to consecrate was already on the altar, naked, her legs spread wide for him.

      Wylde had frozen in the middle of the prep room, still holding her hand, his body between her and Eliphas. But Verity knew Eliphas had been unlocking new Talents—only she had no idea what. Or if Wylde could counter them. And if what Eliphas said was true about turning off Wylde’s Talents…

      Verity struggled out of Wylde’s hold and stepped in front of him. “Don’t hurt him,” she said to Eliphas. “This is my fault. I seduced him. I’m no good to you anymore.” She lifted her chin, even more proud that that was true. “We’re just going to leave now.”

      “I have no use for the boy,” Eliphas said, his eyes lighting up in a way that struck terror through her heart. “But I need your Talent, Verity Strange.”

      The way he said it… “But I’m not a virgin anymore.” Did he not understand?

      The smile on Eliphas’s face was cruel. “That was always the least interesting thing about you.” The smile evaporated, and he held out his hand. “Come. Don’t make me destroy him to gain your cooperation.”

      “Hey, fuck you!” Wylde lurched around her, but he was clearly going to Eliphas. Attacking him.

      “Wylde, no!” Verity grabbed for him, but she was too slow.

      Eliphas let him come with a smile. He was barely dressed—no shirt, just the white harem pants he perpetually wore—and Wylde slammed both hands into his chest, grabbing hard. Wylde wasn’t trying to knock him down; he was trying to hold on. Use his Talent. But a half-second of nothing had Wylde’s eyes flying wide open—

      Eliphas lifted his hands, palms facing inward, Wylde trapped between them. A massive bolt of electric magick zapped between them, catching Wylde and launching him backward, barely missing Verity as he crashed to the floor.

      “Nooo!” Verity screamed and dropped down to him. “Wylde,” she sobbed.

      He lay in a lump, unmoving.

      “He was unworthy of you, Verity.” Eliphas extended his hand to her once more. “I wish you’d been able to see that. Come. It’s your time.”

      Tears blurred her vision as she frantically searched for a sign of life. Breathing? Heartbeat? She was no healer. She hardly knew what to look for. She turned to Eliphas, blinking the tears down her cheeks. “Did you kill him?”

      “He is unimportant.” Eliphas sighed and stepped over to her. “But not dead. He can remain here until he awakens. By then, you will be consecrated and in the arms of my Initiates. He will concern you no longer.”

      What could she do? Terror zinged through her. She’d never seen Eliphas force anyone into consecration. That didn’t even make sense. It was a high holy honor. Then again, she’d never seen him strike someone down like this.

      She faced him, still kneeling by Wylde’s inert body. “Why do you want me?”

      “The same reason you came to me.” He reached for her, his hands gentle but insistent as he raised her up to standing. “To come into your powers.”

      She shook her head. “No.” It was reflexive, but suddenly, her terror was doubled. What did Eliphas want from her? Whatever it was, she must not give it to him. Her vision flashed before her eyes. Bodies. So many bodies. If she helped Eliphas in any way, she would be just as responsible as he.

      “There’s nothing to fear.” Eliphas turned her, holding firm to her shoulders, guiding her slowly toward the prep room door. The altar stood just beyond it. Merilee was no longer there. One of the other Initiates was holding her while she sobbed. “You have a power of divination that exceeds any I’ve sensed so far.” Eliphas was speaking quietly, brushing her hair back from her shoulder as he guided her forward, but his voice carried over the utter hush in the room. “I need that Talent for the New World I’m to bring into being.”

      “I can’t control it,” she lied. Could she convince him to just let her go? What about Wylde?

      “You don’t need to,” he said with a cold smile. They’d reached the altar. Did he expect her to just hop up there so he could fuck her? That she would simply join his Initiates now that he’d struck down the man she had “bonds” with? Was he always this fucking crazy and she just never saw it? The answer to all of those was yes… as became clear when Eliphas turned her back to the altar and lifted her chin like he might kiss her.

      She wrenched her face from his hold. “I’m not ready.” How could she escape this?

      “I can make you ready.” He stroked her cheek with his palm, and all the sex magick that the temple had been drenched in must have powered up his charisma Talent because even with all her fear and loathing, some base animal attraction pulsed between her legs.

      She turned to face him, unable to contain the surprise. “Why? Why would you do this?” She let her terror show.

      “I told you I need you.” His smile was cool even as the pulsing between her legs grew even hotter. “Well, not you, specifically, but definitely your Talent.”

      She was mystified. Did he think once he fucked her that she would do his bidding? Peer into the future for him? Something was off about all this, beyond the actual horror of it. He cupped her face with both hands, and the wave of lust nearly made her knees buckle. She fought it, but it was like telling her body to ignore every chemical coursing through it.

      “You’ve been my precious little innocent for so long.” Eliphas’s eyelids seemed to grow heavy with his own lust. “So I’ll tell you how this works, just so you’ll understand, sweet Verity.” He stroked her cheeks and backed her up against the altar. The cold of the marble reached through her thin skirt. “One of my Talents is to absorb the Talents of others. It’s a gift that I’ve just recently acquired. Part of the Pandora’s box that Dr. Raine unlocked and…” He chuckled. “Oh, what a gift it has been.”

      He was insane. Verity’s eyes went wide. Absolutely insane with power and magick and whatever these Talents were. He was absorbing them? A chill swept through her entire body, despite the heat that Eliphas’s incubus-type Talent was pumping into her.

      “The best part…” He smiled. “Is the way, due to my particular nature, that I must absorb your Talent. Do you understand, young one? When I say it is your time, I mean, I will have you and your Talent.”

      “What?” He was going to force her. Could she run?

      “Don’t be so surprised,” he chided, then nodded to the Initiates who had gathered around the altar. “You’ve been planning for this all along.”

      “No. I’ve… I’ve changed my mind.” But the words were still coming out of her mouth when she felt hands on her back, shoulders, and arms, dragging her up onto the altar and onto her back. “No!” She tried kicking Eliphas, but the Initiates had already grabbed her legs, spreading them wide and holding them for him. She struggled against them, but it was no use—there were too many. And when Eliphas started to lower his pants…

      She closed her eyes and wrenched her face away. Sheer terror ripped through her as Eliphas slid his hands up her legs. She squeezed her eyes shut even harder, willing herself away from this place, this horrible place, where everything about her was about to be destroyed, all because she had once foolishly believed this man could help her—

      She was transported.

      Back in the secret lab with Wylde. He was furiously taking pictures and texting them to the bureau. “I have no idea what all this is,” he said, “but they’ll have some analyst who can figure it out. Maybe Mercy.”

      She was in the past. How… was she just dreaming? It felt like the vision, but then she saw herself, responding to Wylde. “She would totally know what that is.” There were two of her in this room, but only one in reality. She moved like a spirit, as she had through the field of fallen bodies, moving without meaning to—the chaos magick pulled her to Wylde’s side. She could see over his shoulder, the text he was sending the bureau. FOUND THE SECRET LAB. INSIDE ALTAR ROOM BEHIND MIRROR— Then Previous Verity grabbed Wylde’s arm. “We need to leave.” He watched as Previous Verity staggered back, swore, and dashed to the door. The chaos magick was a vortex, swirling around both of them and Eliphas and the Initiates in the altar room. It dragged her forward again, changing time and space. Previous Verity and Wylde huddled behind the robe rack in the prep room. Wylde was texting. ELIPHAS HERE. NEED BACKUP. Again, the chaos magick yanked her forward, only now Wylde was on the floor, his heart shocked to stillness. His phone had fallen half out of his pocket.

      The return message said, ZANE HERE. ON MY WAY.

      Zane—her sister Ever’s incubus boyfriend and federal agent. But Wylde must not have seen the text. That’s why he charged Eliphas. That’s why he was killed.

      She could see that now. Eliphas lied to her when he said Wylde would live. His future ended here, vibrations cut off. Stilled. Nothing from the future. He would never get up from the floor.

      Unless…

      Verity gathered the strings of the chaos magick swirling all around her. She felt along them, both forward and backward. It was like diving into a sea bed of kelp, so many, spooling out in every direction. So many possible futures. Beyond a few seconds forward in time, the number of them splintered off into infinity. Going back, they closed down into a singular past. There were just too many possibilities to choose. But if she were close to a particular time, an important time, a nexus, maybe she could pull just one…

      She yanked herself back to the moment just before Wylde lurched around her to attack Eliphas. “But I’m not a virgin anymore,” she told Eliphas. “That was always the least interesting thing about you.” Eliphas held out his hand. “Come. Don’t make me destroy him to gain your cooperation.”

      “Hey, fuck you!” Wylde said. There were a dozen possibilities here. One—the one she remembered—when she tried to grab for him but was too slow. Another, she said nothing at all. Still another had her charging Eliphas along with Wylde. Then one thread… one had her moving a split second sooner. She’d sensed the future. She knew she needed to move even before Wylde charged. Verity pulled on THAT thread and watched as Previous Verity latched onto Wylde’s arm and stopped him. “He’s not worth it,” Previous Verity said to him. His phone buzzed in his pocket. The text from Zane had come through. Wylde noticed and teetered between charging and not.

      Previous Verity stepped back. “Go,” she said to Wylde. “I don’t want you here anymore.” Previous Verity felt the realignment of the strings, the waves of past, present, and future all colliding and forming a continuous whole.

      “Fine.” And with a glare for Eliphas, Wylde brushed past him and strode out of the prep room and the altar room as well.

      “He was unworthy of you, Verity.” Eliphas beckoned her. “He is unimportant. Soon you will be consecrated and in the arms of my Initiates. He will concern you no longer.”

      She was still in Eliphas’s trap. She tugged along the lines, but they marched relentlessly forward, as if she were allowed that one change, that one minor thing, but that was all. She jerked forward in time. The Initiates were pulling her back, spreading her legs. The terror pulsed through her. Strong and clear like a clarion bell. Intense emotion. That was what had allowed her to travel, but here she was, back in the same moment with the same consequence—

      “Fuck you, asshole!”

      Verity thunked back into the present, and her eyes jerked open. She was still on her back on the altar with Eliphas about to pull his pants down—he hastily brought them back up, and half the Initiates released her in surprise. Eliphas reached toward the glass wall and flicked his fingers.

      “Not today,” a voice growled. The rest of the Initiates released her, and Verity twisted to see who the voice belonged to. She already knew it wasn’t Wylde, and even though she had arranged and hoped for this exact outcome, she was still surprised to see Agent Zane Walker. He’d wrenched open the door and was stalking into the altar room, eyes trained on Eliphas. The cult leader had stumbled to a stop, bracing himself against the altar. The other Initiates had shrunk back. Inexplicably, some had fallen to the floor, convulsing. Then she saw Wylde in the hallway, peering around the corner where the wall turned solid. He was alive! Her heart surged as he rapidly beckoned her.

      She sat up on the altar and glanced at Eliphas.

      He was livid, face red with effort. He and Zane were only ten feet apart, but neither was moving, just staring at each other like there was no one else in the room. Verity slid from the altar to her bare feet on the cushioned floor.

      “Stay back, Verity,” Eliphas said, his hand reaching for her. As if he thought she would go to him? It was crazy. She glanced at Wylde, but he had ducked back out of sight. While she stood there, indecisive—especially with Zane’s intense body blocking the door—Eliphas roared and suddenly hurled something at Zane. It was the same bolt of electric magick she’d seen Eliphas use to kill Wylde. The magick smashed into Zane’s chest and threw him against the glass wall. He fell to the ground and stayed down.

      Eliphas gasped in air and braced himself on the altar next to Verity. She shrunk away, but he wasn’t after her. He turned to his Initiates, who had mostly withdrawn to the furthest wall of the room, except for the ones who had been convulsing on the floor. Even those had stopped and were dazedly picking themselves up.

      Eliphas was panting next to her. “We’ve… been… infiltrated!” he hissed.

      The Initiates just stood there, staring at him blankly. One—Sarah from the front office—hesitantly moved forward. “What do we do?” she asked, timidly.

      Eliphas growled and slammed his fist into the cushion of the altar. “Lock everything down!” He planted his hands on the cushion again and leaned forward. There was a grayness around his temples that hadn’t been there before. Verity snuck a peek at Zane, but he was motionless. Wylde was nowhere to be seen.

      Eliphas had a wheeze in his chest. “Announce it to the supplicants. Call it a final seclusion and preparation for the celebration in the morning. No one gets in or out tonight or tomorrow morning, not until we journey en masse to the pavilion. I want everyone checked.” He pointed to Zane. “And I want to know who the fuck he is and how an incubus got in my fucking temple.” He wheezed again. “Then I need everyone in my private chambers.” He turned to Verity. “You…” He shook his head. “I have larger concerns at the moment, but I can still teach you to use your Talent. We will learn together. But you still belong to me. You feel it, don’t you?” He roughly cupped her cheek—she could feel his hand shake. “Our destinies are entwined. Return to your room. Be ready when I call for you.”

      She gave him a look like he was demented, but he wasn’t paying attention to her. He stepped away, over Zane’s body, and out the door. His gait was stiff, as if he’d aged fifty years in the last two minutes. Sarah hustled back to the group of Initiates, some of whom were still getting up from the floor. No one was paying attention to her.

      Verity’s legs were shaking, but that didn’t stop her from walking out the door.
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      Wylde nearly went after Eliphas.

      But Zane was on the ground, and Verity was still inside the altar room. Eliphas had her up on his altar—Wylde knew what that meant. But going after a cult leader who could blast his way past an incubus, at least without backup, was stupid, no matter how much Wylde wanted to drain the life out of the man. As Eliphas lurched away down the hall, Wylde texted Burrows. ELIPHAS ON THE MOVE. I’M COVERING ZANE.

      Then he hustled back around the corner—only to see Verity shuffling down the hall after Eliphas. What the fuck? He couldn’t call to her without attracting Eliphas’s attention. And Zane needed medical assistance—badly. Wylde hurried over and knelt by Zane’s side. He placed a hand on the man’s face to pump healing magick into him and…

      Nothing.

      Wylde focused harder, putting both hands on Zane.

      Absolutely nothing.

      At least he could tell Zane had a pulse and was breathing, if somewhat erratically. But he could do nothing for the man.

      Fuck. Wylde stood up, shaken so badly, he had to brace against the glass wall. Eliphas had killed his Talent. A deep sort of panic welled up in his chest. Wylde had attracted the attention of Eliphas’s groupies conferring at the far side of the altar room. The panic morphed into fear and propelled him out the door. His legs automatically took him down the hallway after Verity. He texted as he went. ZANE NEEDS HEALER. MY TALENT IS DOWN.

      He got an answer from Ever, who’d apparently made it into the temple. ON MY WAY. Wylde wracked his brain—did she have a healing Talent? Or was he just sending the woman in to find the man she loved on the floor, fried and half dead? He didn’t know, but she would have to take care of him—Wylde was useless to them both. He hurried down the hall, trying to catch Verity before she caught up to Eliphas, but when he turned the corner, she was nowhere to be seen. His heart sank. Had Eliphas turned her somehow in the two minutes Wylde was gone? He’d only left her alone to get backup. Had Eliphas used some hidden Talent to mess with her head?

      Wylde couldn’t confront Eliphas alone. He wasn’t sure of the status of the bureau’s operation. And Eliphas was locking down everything in the temple. Wylde had heard that much and texted it off to the bureau right away. They had to be scrambling to put another plan in place—or maybe storm the temple outright, now that they’d found the lab. Which made it even more imperative to find Verity and make sure she was secure before the crazy began.

      He hustled back to their room, just in case, and was surprised to see her standing in front of the door… talking to the cat.

      “Well, no one is leaving right now,” Verity said to it. She listened for a moment. “I don’t know, but don’t use the sand volleyball court, okay? That’s disgusting.”

      The cat raised her tail and hissed when she saw Wylde. Verity looked up, startled. “Oh my God, Wylde!” She rushed over and hugged him, and all his fears disappeared like mist.

      Salem turned up her nose at them and trotted down the hall.

      “What is with the cat?” he asked.

      “I’ll tell you inside.” She took his hand and hauled him into the room. As soon as she shut the door, instead of telling him anything, she just grabbed him into a hug again. “I can’t believe it. You’re really here.” She said it in a breathless whisper.

      He hugged her again, but now his worries were flooding back. “Of course, I’m here. I wouldn’t leave you with that monster.” He pulled back and slipped his hand to her cheek. “Did he hurt you?”

      She let out a breath like she was deflating.

      Oh no.

      “No, he didn’t hurt me.” But she was looking past him now like she wasn’t focused on anything. “I almost can’t believe it.”

      “Verity…” He peered at her until she looked at him. “What happened? I wasn’t gone that long.”

      She blinked and stared at him for a moment. “It’s hard to explain.”

      “Come sit down.” What the hell did Eliphas do? Wylde’s brain was short-circuiting.

      Verity sat with him on the bed. She took his hand and held it for a moment like she was searching for words. He’d seen too many girls—abused girls—with that same haunted look to not have it freak him out.

      Finally, she looked him in the eyes. “All along, I thought Eliphas was the key to taming my power. To learning how to use it. From that first moment six months ago, when I first met him, every future signal pointed to him. The intensity of it was insane. And he was the key… just nothing like I thought.”

      His heart sank. “He’s just an asshole—”

      She nodded. “He tried to rape me. On the altar.”

      Wylde’s throat closed up. He tried to say something—anything—but nothing came out.

      Verity looked off into space again. “It was horrible. Terrifying. Like no fear I’d felt before.” She frowned.

      Wylde finally forced air back into his lungs. “Verity, I am so sorry. I shouldn’t have left you. Fuck, what was I thinking?” His fist had curled up in his lap. He had to force the hand still holding hers not to do the same.

      Her gaze sharpened and focused on him. “You didn’t leave. The first time.” She smiled a little.

      “The first—? What—?” He swallowed down his rage. “Just tell me what happened. Please.” He had to hear it all. He could beat himself up later for it. Right now, he just needed to get her through this. And figure out how to get her out of the temple, even if it was locked down. He was done with having her in danger like this.

      But her smile just grew, and she softly stroked the back of his hand. “You’re not going to believe this, but… I changed the future.” Then she frowned. “Well, technically, the past.”

      He had to resist the strong impulse to say What the hell are you talking about? Instead, he simply said, “Tell me.”

      She nodded. “You didn’t leave me, not the first time. You charged Eliphas and tried to use your Talent on him. But he’d already switched it off. Instead, he blasted you like he did Zane. You died, Wylde. Just like Zane.”

      He couldn’t help scrunching up his face. “Zane isn’t dead. I mean, he’s in pretty bad shape but—”

      “You were dead, Wylde.” Her expression was so solemn, he couldn’t help but believe her. “There was no future for you. No signals. Nothing.”

      That sent a chill through him. “But I’m not dead,” he said softly.

      She nodded and got that faraway look again. “It was the terror that triggered it.” She blinked and looked back at him. “Strong emotions. At first, I thought it was just sex—that overwhelming, intense feeling during orgasm—but even after that first time… it’s always been strong emotions.”

      It clicked for him. “You had a vision.”

      “Only this time, I went to the past.” She frowned. “It’s all tangled together. You have to understand that. The past and present and future—they’re not really separate things. They’re connected.”

      He nodded because, of course, that made sense in a way—one thing led to another. The past wasn’t disconnected from the present. But time was only supposed to go in one direction. “Isn’t a vision of the past just… a memory?” he tried, gently.

      “I remembered you dead.” She scowled. “The chaos magick brought me back to that time point. Almost like it wasn’t supposed to go that way. And when I was there, in my vision, in the past, I saw a way to nudge things. Just a small change at the right instant—and instead of trying to attack Eliphas with a Talent you no longer had, you decided to go for help. You’d gotten a text—the text from Zane, although you didn’t know that yet—but you knew help was on the way.”

      Wylde blinked and leaned back. Because he had planned on attacking Eliphas first. “How could you know—”

      “Because you tried attacking Eliphas the first time. And it didn’t work.” Her small smile was back.

      Wylde rubbed a hand across his forehead. “Holy shit.”

      “Yeah.” She took hold of his hand again. “But here’s the thing—I didn’t think I could change anything. I couldn’t stop my mom from dying. And the signals have always felt so inevitable. But I was wrong about that. And if I can control something—even a little—in the vision state, then maybe I can control going into that state. Maybe it doesn’t have to be sex or terror that takes control of me—maybe I can control it. And if I can do that…”

      “You can change the future.” Now his mind was completely blown. He’d always thought what they did now would change the future—without that, why even try to stop the bad guys? But that Verity could literally travel to the future… or the past… and change it… “How does that even work?”

      “I’m still figuring that out.”

      He nodded.

      “There’s more you should know,” she added. “Eliphas is absorbing other people’s Talents. It’s a new ability, and he does it by… well, somehow it’s connected to sex magick. That’s what he was doing with me on the altar—trying to rape me and gain my Talent.” She gripped his arm. “No matter what, Wylde, you can’t let Eliphas have me like that. If he were to gain my Talent, it would be an unimaginable disaster. He doesn’t even know how powerful this Talent is—but he would find out.”

      “I’m not letting him anywhere near you.” That was a vow he would keep.

      “Okay.” She took a deep breath. “I’m going to try to enter the vision state. On my own.” She gave him a small smile. “I want to see if what we’ve done today has changed what happens tomorrow.”

      “Wow. Yeah.” Was this really possible? “You should lie back.”

      “Oh. Right.” Verity settled back on the bed, bringing her legs up and lying flat.

      He scooted next to her and smoothed her hair, just to touch her. “What are you going to do?”

      She smiled. “I have some nice fantasy material to work with.”

      That unexpectedly made him flush. She would think of him. “Yeah, well, keep that to yourself. I need to focus on the case.”

      She grinned and closed her eyes, her smug smile slowly fading as she breathed deep. He could see her eyes move under her eyelids, and in truth, he’d give anything to see what her “fantasy material” was. Her expression shifted, and it was like watching a silent movie. Her breath hitched a little. Her lips parted. Her eyes danced under their lids. She seemed to hold her breath, and then—she went limp. If Wylde hadn’t seen it happen twice before, he would have panicked and checked for her pulse. As it was, he stood and fished out his phone, which was blowing up with messages.

      Ever had gotten to Zane and apparently rescued him from the Initiates, who were debating what to do with his “body.” He was back in a room with Mercy, who had brought him back to consciousness. She said a real healer was needed stat, but only a few of the assigned agents had made it into the temple before Eliphas gave the lockdown order, and none were healers... except Wylde, and his Talent was MIA. A debate was raging on a joint message with Burrows on whether to raid the temple and confiscate the contents of the lab. It was grounds for arrest, but that wasn’t the issue—they’d had grounds since he’d brought in Violet. The question was how to abort whatever plans Eliphas had, confiscate any further bioweapons, and take Eliphas in without slaughtering agents and civilians. And without making the cult leader a martyr for his New World cause.

      The failure of Agent Walker—their ace-in-the-hole incubus agent—to take down Eliphas had just raised the stakes all around. And the bureau didn’t know the half of it.

      Wylde weighed in. ELIPHAS IS ABSORBING TALENTS FROM SUPPLICANTS. NO IDEA HIS ABILITIES AT THE MOMENT. EXTREME CAUTION.

      Burrows texted back immediately. BANE WHAT IS YOUR STATUS.

      Oops. He’d kind of gone radio silent there for a bit. SHELTERING IN PLACE WITH VS IN OUR ROOM. He felt funny about saying “our” room, but it was technically accurate.

      From Burrows: YOUR TALENT?

      STILL DOWN. Which freaked him out, but it was the least of their concerns. ELIPHAS CONFIRMED USED MAGICK TO DISABLE IT.

      SENDING MERCY WITH ANTIDOTE, Burrows replied.

      Zane had told him that he was the test case—that Mercy’s antidote was designed to uninstall the med-magick switches that apparently everyone in the Chicago area had been dosed with. That was the other concern—not just the people in the temple, but apparently, everyone in Chicago had exposure. Which meant whatever Eliphas had planned for “unleashing” the Talents of the supplicants could just as well be unleashed on the entire city. They had to know exactly how he would do that. Or, failing that, how to disable the switches. Mercy’s antidote was the answer, but she’d had no way to test it without knowing how Eliphas activated the switches, either on or off. Which is precisely what he’d done to Wylde… and what he could not do with Zane. Wylde had watched him both times—it was some kind of mental magick.

      ELIPHAS UNABLE TO SWITCH OFF ZANE’S TALENT, he texted to the group. He guessed that meant a successful test for the antidote. For Wylde himself, he had no idea if Mercy’s antidote could restore a Talent that had been turned off as well. I’LL BE A GOOD TEST CASE FOR THE ANTIDOTE TO RESTORE TALENTS.

      But at least they had solid evidence the antidote worked. With that verification, they could proceed to mass-produce it—something they’d need to protect the city, not to mention the supplicants in the temple. But, even so, it would be hard to reach everyone. And who knew what else Eliphas was planning.

      ANY WORD ON THE CONTENT OF TUBS IN ELIPHAS LAB? he asked.

      That question got lost in the flurry of messages about whether to move in and conduct a full raid. Burrows had SWAT and dozens of agents equipped with the antidote, strong Talents, and their normal weapons. But Eliphas had already locked down the temple, which meant they’d have to beat down the door and plow through magick-knew-how-many civilians before even coming close to Eliphas. Even with the assets already inside the temple, they’d have a hard time taking Eliphas alone, much less if his Initiates joined the battle. They had maybe a half dozen on the inside, not including Zane who was out, and Wylde who was temporarily out. He hoped it was temporary. Mercy and her whisper magick was a tour de force. She might be able to take Eliphas. And Ever had gravitational magick, but that was definitely a collateral-damage kind of weapon. Last resort.

      A tapping at the door drew Wylde’s attention.

      He hustled over then hesitated—what if it was Eliphas? Or one of his minions? He had no Talent and no weapon…

      He opened it anyway.

      Mercy stood in the hallway, looking nervous, dressed in way too much black to be pegged as a supplicant. She must have just passed through the screening before it got locked down. He waved her in and closed the door.

      Mercy came to a full stop. “Is she okay?” She was staring at her sister, who was doing a good imitation of a coma patient on the bed.

      “She’s having a vision. She’s fine.” Wylde hoped that was true.

      Mercy wrinkled up her brow. “Is that a common thing now?”

      “Sort of.” He gave her a weak smile. “You have an antidote for me?”

      Mercy pulled a tiny device out of her pocket. It looked like a thick-barreled pen. She popped a spring-loaded cartridge in one end and gestured for his arm. He held it out, and she found a vein then pressed the injector pen flush to it. One click and a tiny stabbing feeling, and it was done.

      “That’s it?”

      She nodded. “The original pill formulation was slow—had to work through your system. This is a direct inject of the gene drives to your circulatory system. Goes straight to the brain, where my theory is that modifications are most important.” She pocketed her pen device and squinted at him. “You said Zane had his full powers when he confronted Eliphas?”

      “As far as I could tell. No way he could have lasted as long as he did without them. How is he?”

      She sighed. “Stable. Conscious. Weak as fuck, though. What the hell did Eliphas do?”

      “Some kind of electric magick.” Wylde stroked his chin, thinking back. “Also incubus powers on both sides. Eliphas took a hit, too. He took Zane down, but he barely walked away from that. He might be in a weakened state now.”

      “What’s the word on the raid?” Mercy asked.

      Wylde consulted his phone. The message thread was out of control. “Looks like Burrows is under pressure from the Mayor to conduct a full raid immediately.”

      “How the hell are they going to get in?” Mercy frowned.

      “Good question.” Wylde texted, TEMPLE FILLED WITH CIVILIANS. Not that a raid was impossible, but there would be a high body count. TACTICAL TEAM JUST FOR THE LAB? he added and showed Mercy.

      “Okay, but I’ve got the strongest Talent here and zero tactical experience.”

      A fair point. “And we’re mighty short on non-magickal weapons, even assuming your antidote protects us against Eliphas disabling the magickal kind. Unless you managed to smuggle in some service pistols?”

      Mercy shook her head no.

      On the thread, Burrows was knocking down the idea of the tactical team. TAKE ELIPHAS ALONE? she proposed. Except they had no idea where the man was within the temple. And they had nothing close to a full SWAT team. Even with the antidote, Eliphas had nearly killed Zane.

      TOO MANY HOSTAGES FOR ELIPHAS, Ever countered, and she was right. She was on the inside and had seen the crammed hallways.

      WAIT TILL MORNING, Wylde proposed. OUR ADVANTAGE: SURPRISE. ELIPHAS DOESN’T KNOW ZANE IS FBI. WAIT FOR ELIPHAS TO BRING PEOPLE OUT OF THE BUILDING.

      Mercy was peering over his shoulder. “Is that the plan for the celebration?”

      Wylde nodded to her sister on the bed, still deep in her vision. “That’s what Verity’s checking on now. To see if the future has changed.”

      “That’s fucking wild.” She wasn’t disbelieving per se, but Wylde decided not to tell her the rest—the truly crazy part about changing things.

      “Our real advantage is knowing how this is supposed to play out,” Wylde added. “Assuming Verity still sees the celebration proceeding, we lay low and wait until he starts bringing people out of the building. Set up teams all along the route to the pavilion. Give him no way out. We spring it before he can execute whatever his plan is to unleash people’s Talents. We know he can do it with magick—I don’t know how he’s going to do that with a thousand people, though.”

      “There’s probably more than that in the temple.”

      “And there could be more at the celebration,” Wylde added. “It’s open to the public.”

      HOLD FOR NOW, Burrows texted the group. OVERNIGHT WILL SET UP AN OPERATION FOR THE MORNING. LOWER RISK ON GROUND WE CONTROL.

      “That’s the right call,” Wylde said.

      “Okay, I’m heading back to check on Zane.” Mercy scrunched her nose at Verity. “You sure she’s okay?”

      “I’ll message you if we need help.”

      Mercy nodded, and he saw her to the door. Then he went and sat with Verity. She hadn’t stirred at all during his conversation with her sister. And she’d never been out this long. He placed a hand on her chest just to make sure it was still moving. He could feel the rhythmic thump of her heart underneath, a slow and steady toll. After what seemed like an eternity but was probably only about ten minutes, she finally gasped in a breath and woke straight up. In fact, it was so fast—opening her eyes and jolting upright—that it startled him.

      “Wylde!” she searched for his face.

      “What is it?” It squeezed his chest that his name was right on her lips as she awoke.

      “I think I know how to stop it.” She grasped onto his arm as he helped steady her.

      “How?” It was still so bizarre to him—she’d been to the future. Or at least one possible future.

      She shifted around and folded up her legs. She looked excited but weary. “The celebration still happens. Nothing we did changed that.”

      “Yeah, the bureau’s holding off on raiding the temple until the morning.”

      “Why?” She was disbelieving at this. “I thought, in my vision, that you’d tried and failed… and that was why he was still at the pavilion.”

      “Too many civilian casualties for a raid.” He frowned. “Should we try it?”

      She shook her head and waved that off. “No. No, that makes sense.” Then she bit her lip and stared into nothingness for a moment. She was frowning when she looked back to him. “I tried and tried, pulling every string I could.”

      “Every… string?” He was lost.

      “Every possible future.” She hurried up in her explanation. “There are just too many. The further I get from the nexus—the pivotal points where things are heavily weighted in a single direction—the harder it is to change the outcome. I’d pull one way, but it would just snap back. I think that’s what happened with my mom. Without the vision state, I couldn’t see the one small thing that could have changed the outcome. I have to get closer to the event. I have to be close in time. That way, the possibilities are fewer. The probabilities are limited.” She brightened. “I have a name for it now!”

      He was lost again. “A name for what?”

      “My Talent!”

      He frowned. “Divination?”

      “No, the part where I can change things. It’s Probability Magick. I can influence the probability of a thing happening. I can’t change it altogether, and the probabilities shift the further out you are—too many complicating factors—but close in, that’s when I can actually shove the probability field one way or another. Locally in time.”

      “Okay.” And he was getting it now. Maybe.

      “But I really have to be close in actual time—present time—for it to work. Otherwise, the probabilities just loop back and find another way to get the same result. There’s too much of a break in the chaos magick.”

      “Okay, that’s over my head.” He frowned. “But I get what you’re saying. You need to be close in time to this… nexus?”

      “Yes!” she gushed. “And the nexus is when Eliphas is giving his speech to the masses at the celebration. Everything folds into that point. Whatever changes, the change has to be made there.” She threw up her hands. “Oh! And I almost forgot. Something Salem said is important.”

      “The cat? Really?” He was genuinely surprised. “Was she in the vision?”

      “No, silly, earlier in the hallway. You saw her.” She was giddy. Almost too excited, like she was running on adrenaline. “Salem said Don’t drink the potion. She overheard something as she was catting around. I didn’t know what she meant at first, but in my vision, I saw people drinking something—all those cups Eliphas has ordered? It’s poison. Or maybe not a poison-poison—I think it’s how he activates the Talents! Because think about it. He can’t do this all on his own. Not directly.”

      And that made perfect sense to Wylde. “It’s not scalable. He can’t go around and activate or deactivate everyone’s Talents personally. Not over an entire city.”

      “Not even an entire football field.”

      Wydle was nodding. “So that’s the jugs in the lab. The activation juice.” Which reminded him… “Give me your hand.”

      She gave him a weird look but slipped her hand into his. He flushed some healing energy into her. It flowed just like normal, and her quick intake of breath was the sweetest sound.

      “What was that for?” Then her eyes went wide. “Your Talent!”

      “Mercy gave me the antidote.”

      “Everyone needs that!” she gushed. “If no one has switches, Eliphas’s potion would be useless!”

      Wylde nodded. “Okay, I’ll work on that.” He pulled out his phone and started texting. Verity watched for a minute then yawned and laid her head against his shoulder. He loved the feel of that and tried to keep texting without jostling her.

      Before he could finish, she yawned again. “I’m so tired, Wylde.”

      “Take a rest,” he said. “We’re parked until morning anyway.”

      She nodded and lay down. Almost instantly, she was breathing deeply, off to sleep. This business of traveling to the future and trying desperately to change it had knocked her out. He finished giving Burrows the update then slipped next to Verity, spooning her from behind like before. He kept his phone close, just in case, but her warmth and the steady rhythm of her breathing were lulling him to sleep.

      Just a few more hours. And this nightmare would be over.

      He just hoped Verity Strange would still want to cuddle with him when it was all done.
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      “I don’t like this plan.” It was the third time Wylde had said it.

      “It’s the only way we can get close to him.” Verity checked the injector pen Mercy had given her—it held a dose of specially-formulated antidote, just for Eliphas.

      “Let me get close to him.” Wylde was frustrated. She could tell by the way he kept folding and unfolding his arms.

      “He would kill you on sight.” She took a deep breath. “We should go. They unlocked the doors five minutes ago.”

      “I don’t like this plan.”

      “I know.” She smiled and scooped up his hand and dragged him to the door of their room. They wouldn’t be coming back here. Hopefully, they’d both go home after this was all done. With any luck—and maybe some Probability Magick—they would stop Eliphas from carrying out this horrific plan he had of unleashing a torrent of Talents on the unsuspecting supplicants who filled the hallways alongside them. They were like a human river flowing toward the front of the temple.

      She could feel the pull of the nexus—the future, Eliphas, the event—all of it was coming so soon that she was lost in the storm of chaos magick signals. The temple was particularly amped up with magick. Eliphas had locked everything down, but that hadn’t slowed the orgies one bit. In fact, there was a frenzy once it was announced that the end of the consecration time would come with the morning light. Everyone who was just there for some recreational sex magick or a new crazy “cult experience” was frantically pursuing their orgasms all night.

      Verity had slept like a rock.

      Turned out that extensive vision questing and attempts to change the probabilities of future events was exhausting. Wylde had trickled a little healing magick into her, but mostly she just needed rest. And while it would have been wonderful to have more of that delicious sex with Wylde, waking up to him and his adorable bed hair was almost as good. He’d run out and brought her breakfast from the cafeteria. And steaming coffee. She just wanted to curl into his lap and smother him with sweet, chaste kisses. But they had FBI business to attend to.

      Their trip to the front of the temple was slow, but they were almost halfway there. “Has anyone seen him?” Verity asked Wylde. She meant Eliphas—the FBI had plain-clothes agents outside the temple and along the entire two-block walk to the pavilion, all looking for just the right chance to grab him with minimum casualties and without turning him into a martyr.

      “Nothing yet.” Wylde was keeping a constant eye on his phone and the status messages coming through.

      They had to talk somewhat in code now that they were among the supplicants, although Verity was sure none knew what awaited them. They were simply following the instructions blasted out by a representative from the Initiates, saying the temple was unlocked and everyone was invited to join Eliphas in celebration of the coming New World at the pavilion in Millennium Park. Some were stumbling along, half dressed, obviously still recovering from the night of debauchery. She and Wylde were back in their street clothes, the ones they arrived in.

      She didn’t see any of the Initiates as they shuffled along with the crowd toward the front. Eliphas’s inner circle seem to have sequestered themselves somewhere in the temple. He’d told them to meet in his private chambers. Maybe the Initiates would stay behind with Eliphas until he emerged from the temple?

      The bureau had positioned undercover agents in the hallway outside the altar room all night in shifts. They had to blend in with the orgy, which made Verity laugh a little when Wylde told her—how had they recruited agents for that particular assignment? He had slipped out in the night to help heal Zane, who apparently was full-strength again. Wylde said the bureau was certain no one had gone in or out of the altar room—or the secret lab—since Eliphas had stormed off the night before. In fact, Mercy had spent half the night inside the lab, analyzing the chemicals in those large jugs and formulating the special version of the antidote that Verity carried in her injector pen. Her sister said the jugs appeared to contain an activator—a med-magick drug that targeted the genetic switches that turned on Talents. Meanwhile, Mercy had synthesized a modified activator, making it work in reverse—a deactivator. Combined with the antidote that uninstalled the switches altogether, that 1-2 punch should be enough to take out Eliphas’s Talents.

      Assuming Verity could get close enough to inject him.

      The original activators were a dangerous key that Eliphas could use to unlock the Talents of everyone in the city. With the FBI keeping watch over the drugs, Verity thought that might keep the future from coming. Eliphas had never come for them, yet her vision was the same when she’d awoken in the morning.

      Mercy and Ever, along with the rest of the undercover agents, remained behind in the temple as the supplicants dutifully filed out. If Eliphas didn’t slip out with the crowd, they would wait until the temple was emptied out and then form a guard around his private chambers. The plan was to hold it until they could move SWAT in to take him down. Her sisters wouldn’t be involved in the attack unless Eliphas tried to leave—but it still made Verity nervous. It was a horribly dangerous mission, and she was certain they would fail to contain him should he try to leave. Her vision showed him at the pavilion soon, giving a speech to the faithful. At least, that was how it was the last time she slipped into the vision state and checked. And every future signal, every pulse in the chaos magick swirling around her, said that the nexus was located outside the temple, in the direction of Millennium Park.

      It would happen there.

      Her one chance to stop him.

      Her plan was to inject him with the deactivator-antidote combo. Mercy had explained the details, which she’d promptly forgot, but the essence was this—the deactivator would flip the switches off, and then the antidote would uninstall them. Both were important because Eliphas could use his Talents to simply turn them on again. At least, that was Mercy’s theory—Eliphas had dosed himself with the med-magick drugs that installed the genetic switches, then used his mental magick Talent to flip all of them. That unlocked all the Talents buried in his genome, including the one that allowed him to absorb other Talents. Her mind still boggled that she had almost given her Talent to him freely—that only Wylde had saved her from that horrible mistake. Her fate was still irretrievably bound up with Eliphas’s—that hadn’t changed—but the fact that Wylde was by her side, not Eliphas… the fact that she’d ended up on the altar but not seduced by Eliphas… all of it gave her hope that this destiny she’d sensed all along was her stopping him, not helping him.

      She could only try.

      They were at the front of the temple now, and the security detail was gone. The doors were flung open, and the bright morning sunshine beckoned. Just like her vision. It ran a shudder through her that Wylde must have felt because he sent her a worried look. She gave him a tight smile, meant to reassure, but it only made him frown more. A pulse went through her again as she stepped across the threshold, only this was from the chaos magick. There was some important point she’d just passed through, some mini nexus on the way to the larger nexus that beckoned her. She couldn’t see all the strings of past, present, and future when she wasn’t in the vision state, but now she understood that she was passing through them all the time. That was how she received signals from the future and the past. Every moment, every decision, spawned a hundred possibilities, futures that could have been, might have been with a probability nudge one way or the other. Some points in time had more gravity—more heavily weighted—and she could sense that, too, without seeing it. The past quickly faded into locked-down certainty. Some things had happened, and they would never unhappen. She realized that while she was traveling the night before. She could never go far into the past. Some events in the past would continue to be felt for years or decades—their vibrations would carry forward—but she couldn’t travel more than a few minutes into the past to change anything. Which meant she had to be vigilant for her moment when it came. She trusted the chaos magick to guide her, as it had always done—even more now that she understood how it worked. As crazy as all this time with Eliphas had been, she did feel like a true hedge witch now—firmly planted in both realms, both the here and the there, the now and the future.

      Wylde had dropped her hand to text something on his phone. The supplicants fanned out, chatting happily in the fresh morning air, strolling down the grass to the sidewalk and then into the road, which had been blocked off for this pilgrimage. She knew there were plainclothes FBI agents everywhere—amongst the supplicants, the tourists on the sidewalk, the parking meter attendant—but they didn’t stand out. None of the supplicants seemed aware of the tension she could feel with every step. And there was definitely no sign of Eliphas yet.

      It was weird, leaving the temple. She hadn’t left for days, and her life had been utterly transformed while she was there. The ever-present sense of Eliphas dimmed as she walked away. Yet the nexus—the event—still loomed ahead of her in space and time. Would the FBI really be able to capture him before that? All the signals said no, but she hoped the future was wrong, just this once.

      Suddenly, she remembered… “Salem!”

      “What?” Wylde said, looking up from his urgent texting.

      “We left her behind.”

      “She’s a cat.” He scowled like he couldn’t figure out if she was joking.

      “She’s a 17th-century witch trapped in the body of a cat.” Verity bit her lip. “If she runs off, Ever will kill me.”

      “I didn’t think Ever liked the cat either.”

      “She doesn’t.”

      Wylde just shook his head and went back to texting. She supposed Salem was the least of their problems. The brilliant morning sun, along with the ever-more-frenzied chaos magick around her, was a reminder of her vision—and what was truly at stake.

      “Are they set up at the pavilion?” she asked Wylde.

      He nodded but didn’t elaborate, in case any of the hundreds of supplicants marching down the boulevard might overhear. She hadn’t seen any Initiates in the crowds, but she wasn’t sure she would recognize them. Eliphas had swelled their number just in the last week, using his consecration on the altar—the ritual sex magick he drew power from—to absorb their Talents. It was a maniacal kind of genius. She could see that now. Convince legions of people to congregate in a temple and generate sex magick to power up your abilities—because you’re a latent incubus and can feed off their energy. Then hold out a special status for your “inner circle,” requiring them to “break bonds” with any outside influence, then bonding them to you alone through an elaborate sex ritual where you both directly feed off their sex magick by fucking them and indirectly through the orgy that followed. All while absorbing their Talents.

      Eliphas was smart, powerful, and bent on changing the world.

      That part she didn’t think was a ruse. There was too much fervor in his eyes when he spoke of his New World. Mercy nailed it when they’d talked briefly that morning. “Can you imagine what people would pay for this activator gen-magick he’s got in this lab?” Verity could see that being his plan all along. He would liberate adepts from the “archaic” classifications of legal and illegal magick. There would be only power and Talents and those who had them and those who didn’t. Eliphas would be the man with all the Talents… and the one who controlled the activator drug that would bestow that power on the average adept. It would be a New World, and he would be in charge of it.

      That was what she had to stop. Because she had been complicit in helping him bring it into being.

      “Still nothing at the temple?” she asked Wylde.

      He was frowning at his phone. “No sign of him.”

      Verity nodded. Eliphas was too smart to let himself be trapped that easily. “I haven’t seen any Initiates all morning,” she noted, casting a glance around. They were nearly to the park. She could see the shiny swoops of the pavilion shell peeking over the trees. They were coming in from the opposite end of the long, grassy area that stretched out from the stage. It was the lawn she’d seen in her vision filled with dead bodies and live supplicants with newly unleased Talents.

      “There are some Initiates at the pavilion.” Wylde nodded ahead of them. The walking crowd of supplicants was slowing as they neared the field. “Handing out water bottles.” He flicked a look to her.

      “Sealed water bottles?” she asked.

      “Appears so.”

      Where was the activator? The FBI had sent in scores of plainclothes agents to Millennium Park last night trying to ascertain how Eliphas would get the activator drug to the supplicants and onlookers gathering for the “celebration.” The obvious choice would be spiking the drinks handed out at the event. The tens of thousands of cups Verity had seen ordered in the party supplies, plus the jugs of activator in the lab—and also Salem’s off-hand comment about not drinking the poison—all pointed to a mass-poisoning at the pavilion. But the jugs were still in the lab, and the Initiates were apparently handing out sealed water bottles. Could they inject the water bottles somehow with the activator? That seemed implausible, plus the Initiates didn’t have the drugs.

      “Okay, your sister and the others are moving to Plan B,” Wylde said.

      Plan B. That meant they had given up on finding Eliphas at the temple. Or maybe SWAT had arrived to break into his private chambers and take him out.

      “Eliphas?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “Still no sign.”

      “Eliphas will be along soon!” Verity jolted at the voice next to them. A woman with handfuls of water bottles and a bright smile shoved one at her. “Stay hydrated! Eliphas will be here soon to lead us into the New World!” She moved quickly on to the next supplicant.

      Wylde frowned at the water bottle in her hand. “You’re not drinking that, right?”

      She leaned in to whisper. “If you have the antidote, the activator won’t work, right?” Mercy had given her a dose that morning.

      He nodded.

      “One of us should take a drink to see if it works.” She started to unscrew the cap.

      Wylde grabbed the bottle from her. “Are you crazy?” He put the cap back on tightly.

      “It can’t be in the water,” she insisted. “In my vision, everyone was experiencing the effects at the same time. Look around.” There were already people cracking open the water bottles and taking a drink.

      “Let them be the guinea pigs,” Wylde said with a growl. “You’ve got something crazy you insist on doing.”

      He was right, of course. But part of her wanted to know if any of this was worthwhile. Or if the future would come, just as she’d seen it, no matter what. Even with her ability to nudge probability, how could she be sure she’d make the right choice in time?

      Wylde’s phone buzzed, and he glanced at it. “Okay, your sister and her crew are here.” He glanced back at the crowd behind them. They’d been slowly moving forward, the crowd expanding to fill the grassy field in front of the pavilion. People were still filing in. But far to the back, Verity saw her sister, Mercy, moving through one side of the crowd, briefly touching the arms of people, saying a couple words, and then moving to the next. Swift, her hot FBI boyfriend, was doing the same on the other side of the crowd. So far, they hadn’t attracted the notice of anyone. Or maybe they were using their Talents to avoid notice. Mercy’s whisper magick and Swift’s emotion-mancing would allow them to inject antidote in people, one-by-one. This was Plan B. If they failed to contain Eliphas at the temple, they would inoculate as many people as they could, as quickly as possible. Several other agents with influencing Talents had fanned out toward the front. Some people who’d already drunk the water were now getting the antidote. Would it be too late? Was the activator even in the water? There was no way to know.

      She was Plan X. The wild card that hopefully Eliphas wouldn’t see coming.

      Then something at the stage drew her attention. At first, she thought someone had called her name. But no one else was looking, and that made no sense… then she realized what it was. Eliphas. His presence was a storm-within-a-storm, and she could feel him up there on the stage—not just in the future, in the heart of the nexus, but now.

      She grabbed Wylde’s hand and tugged him forward, working her way through the crowd. “Who’s watching the stage?” she asked.

      Wylde lowered his voice. “There are at least a half dozen adepts up and around the back.” By adepts he meant agents. “Why?”

      “He’s here.”

      Wylde’s eyes went wide. “How do you know?” She just flicked a look at him and kept pressing through the crowd. “Scratch that. Stupid question.” He released her hand but kept following, head now bent as he texted.

      She pulled a little ahead, then slowed, waiting for him. But in truth, she would have to do this alone. They were three-quarters the way up the field, close enough to see the people on stage. Verity shielded her eyes from the sun.

      “No one’s got a visual.” Wylde looked up from his phone and squinted at the stage. “Those look like Initiates to me.”

      They did. Six people were on stage. Verity recognized four as Initiates, one she didn’t know, and the sixth… “There he is.” She pointed to the middle of the stage where Eliphas and Sarah were huddled, talking, back from the microphone propped up on a stand.

      “Where?”

      “In the middle. With Sarah.”

      “That’s not Eliphas.” Wylde gave her a funny look. “Unless he’s got an outstanding drag queen game.”

      “What?” They were still moving closer, so Verity looked again. Eliphas was standing there, plain as day. “How can you not see—” She turned to Wylde with wide eyes. “He’s using glamour.”

      “Oh, shit. He walked right out of the temple.” Wylde tapped madly at his phone.

      She put her hand over it. “No, wait.” Wylde looked up. “Let me go up there. He still thinks he’s under disguise. He is under disguise. Let me get close to him first.”

      Wylde’s expression turned tormented. “I don’t like this plan.”

      She smiled. “I know.” Then she leaned in and kissed him on the cheek and whispered, “Tell your agents to stand by. Don’t attack. We need time for Mercy and Swift and the others to do their job, anyway.” Then she turned and marched forward through the crowd.

      When she got close to the stage, she saw Eliphas had security at the steps. The guard was big—probably weighed twice what she did—and undoubtedly had powerful Talents. She acted as if none of that intimidated her. “Eliphas will want to see me.”

      The guard gave her a skeptical look, but she waved at Eliphas and miraculously caught his attention. He dipped his head to Sarah, who called out to the guard, “Let her up!” The stage was enormous—big enough for an entire orchestra—so she had a slow roll of about five seconds of marching straight for Eliphas for him to realize she could see him.

      The moment he got that, she saw rage flicker across his face, followed quickly by that cool calculation he always wore.

      The injector pen was tucked in the pocket of her skirt. She’d changed back into her street clothes just to conceal it. But she couldn’t attack him straight away—he was watching her too closely.

      He nodded Sarah away as Verity approached. “My sweet, not-so-innocent Verity,” he said with a half smile. “I should have known you would find me here.”

      “I’ve seen the future, Eliphas,” she said solemnly. “And I’ve changed my mind.”

      “Have you?” He eased closer and looked her up and down.

      She peered up at him. “I want to stand by the man who will rule the New World.”

      The gleam in his eye was hungry. “Maybe I’ll have no use for you…” He grabbed her by the back of the neck and brought her close. “Once I have your Talent.” His breath in her face made her shudder.

      “You can have it,” she said, her voice shaking. “But who will teach you how to use it?”

      “Hmmm.” He breathed in like he was smelling her. “Perhaps, I’ll take you backstage right now.”

      Verity’s stomach convulsed, but she said nothing, just stared in Eliphas’s eyes as her hand slowly slipped into her pocket—

      “Eliphas.” It was Sarah behind her. “It’s time.”

      He made a dismissive sound and released Verity. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll have you when we’re done.”

      Verity swallowed but dropped her gaze. The whole thing left her shaking. Eliphas stepped up to the microphone, and he must have dropped his glamour because he raised his arms and spoke into it. “My friends! It is me, Eliphas Storm, and I have come to set you free!”

      A ripple of surprise and cheering moved like a wave away from the stage, as people caught sight of him and the words sunk in or were repeated from supplicant to supplicant. Verity couldn’t see Wylde in the crowd—he had to wonder what she was doing. But the perfect moment would come—she would feel it—and then she would strike. She’d have to cover a half-dozen feet and somehow stab Eliphas with her injector pen. And not miss. Fortunately, he was wearing his typical open shirt, bare chest and low-riding harem pants. She should be able to grab him from behind and stab him in the stomach with the pen.

      The applause had died down. “I thank you for the fantastic sacred energy you’ve brought to my temple. Two days of your efforts have enhanced the power of the chaos magick surrounding us so much that we are ready, my friends! It is time for you to claim your rightful Talents. Time for us to bridge between the realms and summon all the magick that you are due!”

      There was movement through the crowd—people fanning out with trays of… cups.

      Oh no.

      Where had they come from?

      “You’ll see among you now,” Eliphas was saying, “my Initiates and faithful servants bring a small sip of champagne for each one of you.” Sarah strode up to Eliphas on stage and handed him a cup. “I would like to toast this grand new beginning. Please grab your own and join me! I promise you today is like no other in your lifetime. Like none in our history. Since the return of High Magick in 1859, there have always been ruling families of magick. Always a hierarchy of power that infiltrated every level of our existence. If you were born into a low magick family, well, that was just your tough luck.” The crowd booed. Verity could see the cups being distributed with military precision. Had they just missed the pouring of the champagne somehow, if that was even what it was? Couldn’t they stop them? But even she could see the FBI were simply outnumbered—and the crowd took hold of the trays and passed them faster than any single person could chase after.

      She had to stop him. Her hand gripped the injector pen in her pocket.

      “Today!” Eliphas proclaimed, raising his cup. “All that changes. I salute you, my precious supplicants. You are the beginning of my New World!”

      Verity lurched forward as if to tackle-hug Eliphas, but he must have heard her coming because he pivoted a split second before she got there. Her pen was out, arm raised, but before she could bring it down and inject him, he flicked some kind of magickal hold over her. She froze mid-air. As if the air had turned to solid ice and frozen her in place. He snatched the pen from her hand and threw it off the stage. Then he turned to the crowd. “Do you see what the winners of the genetic lottery will do to keep you from being their equals?” he roared. The crowd was rumbling, confused. Verity couldn’t move or speak or even cry the tears threatening to come out. “Don’t let them stop us, my friends!” He raised the cup. “This is for you!” Then he drank down the contents and dashed the plastic cup down onto the stage floor. Verity’s heart seized. Across the field, she could see his followers all doing the same, defiantly drinking and throwing their cups to the ground. A roar went up from the crowd.

      Eliphas turned to her. “As for you…” His eyes were on fire with rage and the excitement of the crowd and the obvious fulfillment of all his plans. With a flick of his hand, he wiped away the invisible force holding her, but then he replaced it with his hand on her neck. She grabbed his wrist to keep from falling, but he had a grip on her… and he was hauling her backstage. She stumbled and fell backward, but he was strong—inhumanly strong—and his grip just swept her along the floor. She couldn’t breathe. Panic froze her brain. All she could think was, I failed, I failed, I failed… and as he dragged her away, she could see the people on the fields. Falling. Convulsing on the grass. No! No, no, no. Then a blaze of fire came out of the backstage. Eliphas deflected it with some pulse of energy. That caused screams, the kind that came from people dying. As he continued to march, gunshots fired. Eliphas was conjuring like mad with his free hand, and all manner of electric strikes, heat blasts, and something that looked like it warped space emanated from him. He pulled her up to his bare chest, holding her roughly in front of him, and the world shimmered around them. Some kind of shield. Two agents with guns rapid fired at them, but the bullets just embedded in the shield as if it were invisible putty.

      He was unstoppable. That was all she could think.

      Eliphas pivoted around, bringing Verity with him like a rag doll he clutched to his chest. Wylde was rushing him from behind. Eliphas flicked his fingers, and Wylde sailed up into the air, up and up, twenty feet before crashing into the sidewall of the stage and falling into a lump on the stage.

      “No.” The word blew out of her in one long breath. And the absolute determination of that sent her—

      She was back on the stage, standing behind Eliphas. He raised his arms. “My friends! It is me, Eliphas Storm, and I have come to set you free!” She could see Earlier Verity standing, waiting for the right moment. There was no right moment. Or she missed it. What could it be? There were thousands of strings of probability. Far too many to count much less track and check. Earlier Verity stood still as the crowd cheered Eliphas. “I thank you for the fantastic sacred energy you’ve brought…” Should she strike now? She found a dozen, a hundred strings, each with her lurching a bit sooner or a bit later. Which was the right one? She focused all her energy to Earlier Verity, sending signals from the future, but they were lost in the mayhem. This was the nexus. This was the moment. There was too much signal for Earlier Verity to hear anything from the future. Something else, then… The Initiates stood back from Eliphas. Sarah was preparing the cup. “I would like to toast this grand new beginning…” It was all moving too fast! She flicked across the stage to the sidewall. Where was the FBI? They were holding back, in confusion. Waiting for a signal from her. Waiting for her to plunge the injector pen into Eliphas. No one knew when to strike. Go now! she screamed, but they couldn’t hear her.

      Of course, they cannot hear you, witch! You flick about like a demon! You are not of this world.

      She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Salem—the cursed cat—sat just off-stage.

      Verity willed herself to Salem’s side. “How are you here?”

      How are you here? These are not questions we ask. Not when tuna presents itself. Sure enough, next to the cat, was a small can of tuna, obviously placed by one of Eliphas’s staff.

      “Salem!” She wanted to scream. “Do something!”

      I am doing something. She licked her paw. The fish is powerful and requires a full—

      “SALEM!”

      Demon’s claws, you are annoying.

      “Today!” Eliphas proclaimed onstage, raising his cup. “All that changes…”

      “Salem, GO! NOW!”

      The cat hissed, but then shot like a bat out of hell straight for Eliphas. “…the beginning of my New World!” Earlier Verity had already lurched forward, about to tackle-hug Eliphas, but Salem beat her to the man by a split-second, sinking her claws and teeth into his leg. He jerked in surprise, and it was enough—

      Verity snapped back to the present. She grabbed Eliphas around the waist and plunged the pen straight into his belly. It injected automatically—she heard the click—and a split second later, Eliphas roared, simultaneously kicking something small and black away from him and whirling on her, grabbing her by the hair and wrenching her away from him. He was strong—inhumanly strong—and she grabbed at his arm to keep from having her hair ripped straight out of her head. The pen clattered to the stage floor.

      Eliphas held her up like a prize to the crowd. “Do you see what the winners of the genetic lottery will do to keep you from being their…” He blinked and looked at her, shock rippling across his face. “No!” He flung her to the floor. “You will not stop us!” He raised the cup. “This is for you!” he screamed at the crowd, but then he blinked again as if someone had punched him in the face. He staggered back from the microphone, the cup still held aloft, confusion wrenching his expression into impotent fury.

      Verity scrambled up to her feet and grabbed the microphone. “The cup is poison!” she yelled into it, sending feedback through the sound system. “Don’t drink it! Please! It will kill you!” Confusion rippled across the crowd.

      “No!” Eliphas roared and charged her. A crack of lighting burst out from the side of the stage, catching him mid-stride. He jolted backward and fell to his knees. Verity shuffled out of the way, nearly to the edge of the stage. Suddenly everything erupted. FBI agents swarmed the stage. From the side, Wylde sprinted up the stairs and rushed toward Eliphas. He seemed bent on reaching him with his bare hands—hands that could kill—but a half dozen other agents beat him to it. They buried Eliphas with a shower of magick and electric bolts and a blast of wind that kept him down. Then they tackled him and had him in cuffs—the magickal kind that cut off all Talents. But she was sure they were already gone, or the agents wouldn’t have him on the floor. Wylde appeared suddenly at her side, asking fervently if she was okay.

      She just nodded and blinked and was… amazed.

      She turned to the crowd. Agents had flooded in and were knocking cups from people’s hands. Mercy and Swift and the others with the antidote were still sweeping through, inoculating people against a threat that suddenly seemed to have vanished.

      Spilled from a Dixie Cup into the grass.

      I expect to be rewarded for this.

      Verity turned wide-eyed to see Salem sitting calmly at the edge of the stage next to her.

      “You did it.”

      Of course. The man disgusted me. He was a charlatan. Useless to me.

      A laugh bubbled up from deep inside Verity.

      Wylde slid his arm around her shoulders. “Did you see the cat come out of nowhere?” He had the same wide-eyed look of amazement Verity felt stretching her face.

      “Well, not exactly nowhere,” Verity said.

      Tuna. I desire it more often.

      “Deal.” Verity grinned.

      Wylde dashed looks between her and Salem. “You have got to be kidding.”

      “Not even a little.” Then she tucked under Wylde’s arm, holding him tight around the waist. She didn’t know what would come next. The nexus was past, and the future was still blurry in the wake of it. But whatever the future held, she wasn’t letting Wylde slip away. “Let’s get out of here.”

      He nodded and led her off the stage.
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      There were old spell books and ancient charm boxes on the shelves.

      “Couldn’t find a place with teacups,” Wylde said over his coffee. “I hope that doesn’t ruin the date.” He smiled, teasing, but his heart was surprisingly in his throat.

      “It’s perfect.” Verity peered up at the bookshelf crammed with magickal oddities. I Like It Black was a tremendously hip coffee shop for adepts in downtown Chicago. Everyone was dressed in the most impeccable black leathers fashionable for the affluent adepts of the day. Wylde had agonized over five different cafés, scoped them all out ahead of time, and decided this one had been closest to the fantasy date description Verity had seared into his mind.

      They’d been sipping at their coffees for an hour, and he was still nervous. Which was crazy. Verity gave him no reason to worry. Except that it had been three days since everything had gone down with Eliphas, and this was the first time they’d been able to “get together.” Granted, there had been a lot of mopping up to do at the bureau. And Verity had been exhausted. But he almost thought this date might not happen at all. As if that time in the temple had been a world away, in some chaos magick realm where she belonged, and now that they were back in real time, with the city safe, no looming med-magick crisis, and him back working regular cases at the bureau, that somehow, this magick thing between them would just… fade away.

      And then there was Verity’s actual life—which had been turned upside down. “How’s Salem?” he asked.

      “Demanding and needy.” Verity cradled her coffee in both hands and smirked at him over the top. “I offered to find a spell to break her loose. You know, return her to the other realm. Or the 17th Century.”

      “I thought that was dangerous.” He leaned forward and set his cup down. He was finished anyway. And wondering what was next.

      “I think I could manage it.” She smiled. “I know a few friends with powerful Talents.”

      He nodded because obviously. Her whole family was rich in Talent. “What did she say?”

      “That she was growing fond of tuna.” Verity leaned forward. “Truthfully? I don’t think she wants to return. Her future signals were nothing but steady as she goes straight out for a long time.”

      “What do your future signals say about tonight?” He held his breath. Not that he wanted to get her back to his apartment for some hot and heavy action—well, okay, yes he did want that—but because he was afraid of screwing this up. When they were trapped in a sex cult, it wasn’t like she had a lot of options. But a woman like Verity in the real world? The one where she was a rich and powerful and beautiful witch from a long-standing magickal family that was being heralded as the heroes of the city? She could have any guy she wanted. Literally ten guys if she wanted. All he had to offer was a government job and a weird background in a cult that still left scars—and he wasn’t sure if that was a positive or something that she would want to walk away from and forget all about.

      “Hmm.” She closed her eyes for a moment as if consulting the chaos magick all around them. Holy magick, she was beautiful. Even in non-cult clothes, she seemed to prefer flowing fabrics and sweeping skirts. Her white blouse clung to her like it loved her curves as much as he did. Her hair was loose and wild with curls, just like always. And the purse of her lips was currently driving him mad. She opened those gorgeous blue eyes. “Future signals say we should head back to my place. I forgot to put out Salem’s dish. And it’s Tuna Tuesday.”

      “Alright, then.” But the disappointment was crushing his chest like something was sitting on it. Her fantasy before had been walks in the park and blankets under pear trees, and yet in reality, after an hour of chit-chat, they were heading back to her apartment to feed her cat. A cat no one particularly liked.

      Wylde couldn’t be sure, but that sounded like Date Failure to him.

      They got up and dropped their cups in the recycle slot and headed out. The coffee shop was only a short walk from her downtown apartment near Lake Shore Drive. He lived further out from the city, where the rents were more affordable on a government salary. Hipster coffee shops weren’t really in his price range, just like million-dollar apartments with a view of Lake Michigan. Maybe the fact that he didn’t fit in here showed? Maybe that’s why they were cutting the date short? He hadn’t felt this unsteady with a girl—a woman—in a while. But Verity wasn’t just any woman—she was spectacular in every way.

      The silence was getting uncomfortable.

      “Any news on the case?” she asked.

      The case was the one thing they had in common. “The bureau finally figured out how Eliphas got the activator in the champagne.”

      “Oh?” She only seemed mildly interested.

      He forged ahead anyway. “Turns out he made all the activator he needed before he even opened the temple. The lab there was just a backup. He’d infiltrated a champagne bottling company with one of his Initiates, and they spiked a special batch of it. That’s why it was sealed just like the water bottles, and the bureau didn’t think it could have been tampered with.”

      “So no activator in the water, just the champagne?”

      “Yeah.” They turned the corner, already about halfway to her apartment. “Although we found a secondary stash of activator just yesterday at one of the water plants serving the city. Arrested another one of the Initiates. Apparently, they were planning on dumping activator in the city’s water supply and dosing everyone.”

      “Whoa.” Verity’s eyebrows shot up. “I didn’t hear about that in the news.”

      “Bureau’s been keeping it quiet,” he said. “No need for panic. Violet continues to spill information for us, so that’s still an ongoing investigation. And Eliphas has temples all over the world. But you know that.”

      She nodded solemnly, looking forward again. “Yes, I do.” She glanced back at him. “Sounds like the antidote campaign is going well.”

      Wylde nodded. “Most people seem to think it’s a good idea to get the antidote once they realize they’ve already been involuntarily dosed with med-magick. I’m sure we’ll miss some people, though.” They were getting close to her apartment and seemed to have run out of things to say. Wylde’s heart was thudding. Was this really goodbye? Was this a hug-level Date Failure? He was lost. “I heard your dad got his Talents back,” he tried. It was a desperate bid to keep the conversation going.

      Verity brightened but stopped at the revolving door to her apartment building. “The antidote worked great on him. He’s back to all his old tricks. Mercy’s just gone to town with all her science-ing.”

      “And she’s working for the bureau now, right?” he added. “Science and Magick?”

      “Sounds like her.” She peeked at the door behind her.

      Wylde could literally feel his heart constrict. “Okay, well, I should let you go feed your cat. It was nice—”

      “Would you like to come up?” Verity blurted out.

      He blinked. “Um… yeah? I mean, sure.” What was happening?

      She did a full-body kind of cringe. “I know feeding the cat isn’t the most exciting thing to do on a date.”

      “No, I’d love to help feed the cat.” He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment and did five internal cringes. Then he opened them again. “Love might be overstating it. I would love to spend more time with you.”

      She brightened again with that. They pushed through the door, crossed the lavishly decorated lobby, greeted the doorman at the desk, and then Verity took him through to the parking garage. “My private elevator is over here,” she said by way of explanation.

      Private elevator. Right. He’d forgotten—he’d only been to her apartment that one time when he was first assigned to the case. At the temple, when it was just the two of them—and him trying to keep her from falling prey to Eliphas’s cult—it seemed hard to imagine she was the fabulously wealthy princess of a High Magick family. Here, it was inescapably obvious.

      The awkwardness returned during the ride up. But she had invited him up… hadn’t she? As he was trying to decipher why everything seemed so horribly off, the elevator arrived and opened to the entranceway. Almost immediately, Salem came trotting around the corner. The cat came to a sudden stop and hissed at him.

      “Nice to see you, too.” Wylde made a half-hearted attempt to wave at the cat.

      “Okay, okay, keep your fur on,” Verity said to her. “And you could be a little less rude.”

      The cat turned her rear end toward them and pranced around the corner.

      Verity gave him an apologetic look. “I’ll just be a minute. Trust me, it’s better to give her what she wants.”

      He just shook his head. “Need some help?”

      “No.” She waved him into the main room. “Make yourself at home!” Then she disappeared into the kitchen. He heard the can opener whirring.

      Verity’s great room had a spectacular view of the lake, but it was that twilight time when the setting sun colored the world a dark blue-gray. This time always—still—felt ominous to him. He drew his gaze back into the apartment. Verity’s thick white carpet was matched with sprawling white couches and an enormous gnarled tree that clung to two walls and the ceiling. She had a hanging TV and on the far wall… a fireplace with a fur rug.

      During Verity’s fantasy date—the erotic part—she’d wanted him to undress her in front of a fireplace. Was that why they were here? Sex? He couldn’t decide if that was a good sign or not. He’d joked about her using him for sex, but he didn’t actually expect that. Verity was a goddess among women. She could talk five guys into her bed just by taking a walk to the grocery store. Why have awkward sex with the FBI agent who sprung you out of a cult? The part of him that had started this date like a giddy teenager was still hopeful this meant something.

      By the time she returned, he was still a mess.

      “Okay, so!” Verity said brightly as she crossed the room. “My cat is fed. And I cleared out my yoga room earlier, so she’d have her own space and not bother us.”

      “The cat has her own room?” Somehow, he wasn’t surprised.

      She shrugged. “Just easier that way.”

      “Wait… your cat? Doesn’t Salem belong to Ever?”

      “Well, yes.” Verity spread her hands and beckoned him closer to the end of the room with the fireplace. “But she’s apparently decided that I owe her, and she prefers to be my Familiar, as she’s taken to calling it, and now that I’m staying in Chicago for a while—”

      “You were leaving?” His heart was doomed to somersaults this evening.

      “Well…” She frowned and then sat on the white couch facing the fireplace. She patted it for him to sit, so he did, but took care not to sit too close. Or too comfortably. He wasn’t sure how long he was supposed to stay. Verity’s expression danced through more emotions than he could keep up with.

      “Is there something wrong?” he asked.

      She sighed, and her hands clasped together as she looked to the darkened fireplace. “I wasn’t sure if I should stay.” She faced him again. “I haven’t lived in Chicago in quite a while. I was with Eliphas for six months. With another monk before that for almost a year. A year before that, I mostly traveled, never in the same place for more than a few weeks…” She bit her lip. “All that time, I was seeking something that now, thanks to you, I’ve found.”

      His heart had another spasm. “What’s that?”

      “My power? A sense of calmness?” She waggled her eyebrows at him. “The ability to have sex.”

      He felt the heat in his face. “You did those things, not me.”

      “That’s not true, Wylde.” And she was perfectly serious now. “Everyone knows you rescued me—that much is obvious. What no one knows, except you, is how very lost I was. How… broken.” She sucked in a breath and let it out slow.

      “You weren’t broken.” He frowned and moved closer on the couch. “Hey, don’t let Eliphas mess with your head even when he’s locked away for pretty much ever.”

      “I was broken before I met him,” she insisted. “I thought he could fix me, but I was wrong. That was you.” He shook his head, but she took his hand, and that stopped his protest. “I wanted to come up here tonight because I wanted to thank you and, well, I just couldn’t say stuff like this in a coffee shop.” She smiled, but it looked pained.

      He squeezed her hand. “You don’t have to thank me.”

      “I know, I know.” She squeezed his hand back then dropped it to make air quotes. “You were just “doing your job.” And if that’s all that was—all of that—then it’s okay. I don’t expect… I mean, you’re not obligated to…” She almost looked like she would cry.

      Which baffled him. “Hey.” He slipped a hand to her cheek. “All of that was a lot more than a job to me. A lot more.”

      “Yeah?” She was still fighting the shine in her eyes. “Because I’ve been thinking about it, and I’d really like to stop running away from my life. I’d really like to start living it.”

      His heart was hanging over a precipice. “That sounds like a good plan.”

      “And I didn’t know if—”

      “I do.” His heart beat faster.

      “You do?” She frowned.

      “You were going to ask if I wanted to be part of that, right?” He rushed because it was getting hard to breathe. “If I wanted to come feed your cat and take you for walks and figure out what’s for dinner and maybe, just maybe, if I’m really lucky some night, undress you in front of the fireplace. And I do. I want all of that. With you.”

      She was watching him with shining eyes and a kind of awe. “You should know I’m kind of messed up.”

      He almost choked on his laugh. “You should know I was raised in a cult, and there ain’t nothing you got on me in that department.”

      Her smile was slow, but it lit up his soul. “We’re kind of a pair, aren’t we?”

      Those words made him feel like he could burst. “Holy magick, I hope so.” Then he leaned forward and kissed her because he couldn’t stand not to. It was gentle and sweet, and it felt like his whole heart was held in that touching, lips to lips, hand to face, soft sweeps of tongue just tasting each other. As if it were the first time.

      As if he was still surprised he could.

      When he pulled back, the tears were banished from her eyes. “I still want to hear the ugly story,” she said. “The one you wouldn’t tell me before about how you broke free of the cult you grew up in.”

      He didn’t want to talk about it. Not just because he was ready to lower her down on that fur rug in front of the fireplace, but because it was an ugly story. Maybe ugly enough to scare her away. But he couldn’t rightly hold back. Not now. And if he really wanted this to work, never.

      “Okay.” He blew out a breath. “This is really not a good story to tell on your first date.”

      She smiled and folded up her legs and held onto his hand. “I’m listening.”

      He had a hard time meeting that earnest, innocent face. No matter how many months Verity Strange had spent in a sex cult, it was nothing like the horror show he grew up with. “My family was part of the Immortals. You know, the eternal youth cult.”

      She frowned. “Wait, I’ve heard of these guys.”

      “Yeah, well, these guys were my father and a band of his extended family. That Talent I have for reversing aging and amping up beauty? Those guys trafficked in it, hardcore. The beauty magick wasn’t illegal per se, but all the weapons and gun-running certainly were. But I was a kid, so I didn’t know about that part until later. The part I knew was that I was the son of one of a dozen wives for my father. He held her captive, like most of the wives, and there was always a lot of sex. A lot of it abusive. Sometimes outright rape. A lot of weird things I won’t go into—maybe some other time—but I thought that part was just the adults. Then the wives of the other men started coming after me. See, as a son, I held a special place. One day, I would be the head of my own harem. This was known. So the wives groomed me, pulling me in to “favor” them and their daughters. It’s hard to explain how fucked up it was.”

      Verity just nodded, her eyes wide.

      He shook his head and looked away. “You really don’t want to know the rest.”

      Her hand was instantly on his arm. “I do. I mean… I’d like to.”

      He peeked at her, and she didn’t look disgusted. He decided to just push through. “All the sex started as soon as I hit puberty. I didn’t know any different, so I figured it was just normal. But I was just a kid, so it took me a while to figure  out it wasn’t just me that was subjected to this. That it was my sister too. My younger sister. And of course, the other girls too. They didn’t wait until puberty for the girls, you see, because they wanted to break them early.” He hadn’t talked about this in a while. Couple years at least. But the slow simmering rage he always had, stuffed way down deep, was still there. It always would be.

      “My God, Wylde.” Her expression was properly horrified now. “That’s awful.”

      “It was.” He nodded and glanced at the dead fireplace. He had a sudden urge to light it up and not some soft romantic light either. An inferno. “So I knew this was happening, but in that odd sort of way when you’re young. Like that’s something you just don’t talk about and ignore when it’s not actively happening. I used to dread the sunset because that’s when it was open season.” He wiped a hand over his face. He needed to wrap this up, or he would have to go punch something in the gym for an hour. “One night—I was seventeen; my sister Temperance had just turned fifteen—I came back from one of the wives who had “requested” me, and I found my dad…” Fuck. He still had a hard time saying it. “My father was one of the ones molesting my sister.”

      Verity’s expression was just mute with horror. She was probably regretting asking now. Most people did.

      He grimaced and stared at the burnt hole that was the fireplace. “He and I both had the same Talent. I was stronger in it—or so I thought. I grabbed him by the neck, and I wasn’t going to let go until he was dead. Unfortunately, it didn’t quite work that way. He was a real bastard, so, while he was trying to fight me off, he grabbed onto my sister, threatening to take her down, too. And then my mom came in and tried to stop us. By the end of it, my father was dead, Temperance was dead, my mom went into a coma she never recovered from… and I staggered the fuck out of there and never looked back.”

      He felt a tug—an insistent one—and it wasn’t until he stopped his intense staring contest with the abyss of the fireplace, that he realized Verity was trying to hug him, but he was too locked up to even move. He forced himself to open up and let her in… and once she was in his arms, he didn’t want to let go. She was murmuring soft things to him and stroking his head. He was on the verge of crying, and that hadn’t happened for years.

      He burrowed his face in her hair and spoke to her softly. “Stopping Eliphas was personal for me. And you… I couldn’t let him have you. Couldn’t let him hurt you the way my family hurt the women I loved.”

      “Wylde, oh my God, I’m so sorry.” Verity kept hugging him tight. He let her, for a good long time. Until the simmering rage in the pit of his belly had settled back down, going to that down-below place where his rage sat. He couldn’t ever banish it, not entirely. He’d made peace with letting it rent a part of his soul, but only on the condition it didn’t ruin the good part of life—the part still there for him because, unlike Temperance, he’d gotten out. He’d long ago vowed to live his life right precisely because she couldn’t. And to rescue as many girls like her as he could.

      Like Verity.

      He pulled back and stroked her cheek, gazing into her eyes. “But hey… this story has a happy ending, you know?”

      “It does?” She was still so affected by it. Which was why he never wanted to tell her in the first place.

      “I turned the whole lot of them into the FBI,” he said with a smirk. “Every last one of the men in charge is now behind bars. The wives and the kids went free. I went to school and trained and joined up with the bureau. Now I hunt down these bastards for a living. Which, all things considered, is a pretty good job. And best of all… it led me to you.”

      She sniffed. “That does sound like a happy ending.”

      “Well, I can think of one way it would be a little happier.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      She laughed. Which was not the response he normally hoped for when proposing sex, but in this case, it was perfect. Then she kissed him, hard and earnest… like she was still surprised that she could. He wanted more of that, but she danced away, up off the couch, and over to the wall. He sent her a quizzical look, but she just smiled and flipped a switch.

      The fireplace roared to life.

      He smiled. “This is why you brought me here, isn’t it?”

      “Absolutely.” She grinned and stood in front of the orange licking flames and started to unbutton her blouse.

      “Oh, hell no.” He leaped off the couch and met her at the fireplace. “That’s my job.” He took his time, slowly undressing her and then himself, stopping to turn down the lights, so the flames danced on their skin.

      “Like ancient witches,” she whispered as she kissed her way across his body.

      He rolled her over on the fur rug, skin against skin, the heat of her burning into him. “Like people in love.” He found her eyes and the fire flickering in them.

      She smiled. “Like people in love.”

      And that was all he needed. He would teach her everything he knew—about pleasure and sex—for all the rest of his days, in sickness and in health, in good times and in bad.

      And she would teach him what it meant to be loved. Really loved. The right way.

      He’d gotten the better of that bargain by far.
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