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Chapter 1

The Twilight




Connor Bruce took out the nearest guard with a perfectly aimed blow dart.

It was a split-second assault, but the tranquilizer took a bit longer to work than that. The guard had time to yank the dart free and withdraw his glaive before his eyes rolled back into his head and he collapsed to the floor in a puddle of red garments.

Sorry, chap, Connor muttered, as he bent over the fallen body and collected the guards comm unit and sword. The man would awake with only the vague sensation of having dozed, perhaps in boredom.

Connor straightened and whistled a low warbling birdcall, telling Lieutenant Philip Wager that hed succeeded in his task. The responding whistle told him the other Temple guards around the perimeter had also been neutralized. Within moments he was surrounded by a dozen of his men. They were dressed for battle in dark gray, form-fitting sleeveless tunics and matching loose pants. Connor wore similar garments, but his were black denoting his rank as Captain of the Elite Warriors.

Youre going to see things inside that will startle you, Connor warned, his blade whistling as he pulled it free of its scabbard on his back. Focus on the mission. We have to figure out how the Elders brought Captain Cross back to the Twilight from the Dreamers plane of existence.

Yes, Captain.

Wager aimed a pulse emitter at the massive red torii gate that herald the entrance to the Temple complex, temporarily disturbing the vid unit that recorded those who visited. Connor stared at the archway with a roiling mixture of horror, confusion, and anger. The structure was so imposing it forced every Guardian to stare and read the warning engraved in the ancient languageBeware of the Key that turns the Lock.

For centuries, he and every member of his team had hunted the Dreamer who was prophesied to come to their world through the dream state and destroy them. The Dreamer who would see them as they were and recognize that they were not a figment of a nocturnal imagination, but real beings who lived in the Twilightthe place where the human mind came in slumber.

But Connor had already met the infamous Key and she wasnt a specter of doom and annihilation. She was a slender-but-curvy blonde veterinarian with big dark eyes and a deep well of compassion.

Lies, all of it. All these years wasted. Luckily for the Keyalso known innocuously as Lyssa BatesCaptain Aidan Cross, warrior of legend and Connors best friend, had found her first. Found her, fell in love with her, and eloped with her to the mortal plane.

Now it was Connors mission to unravel the mysteries of the Elders here in the Twilight, and everything he needed to know was safeguarded in the Temple of the Elders.

Lets go, he mouthed.

With the timing down to pinpoint accuracy, they rushed through the gate. They split into two teams running along either side of the stone-lined center courtyard, weaving in and out among fluted columns of alabaster stone.

The wind blew gently, carrying with it the fragrance of nearby flowers and fields of wild grass. It was the time of day when the Temple was closed to the general public and the Elders were secluded in meditation. The perfect time to break in and steal whatever information and secrets they could get their hands on.

Connor entered the haiden first. Holding up three fingers, he then waved to the right while he moved to the left. Three Elites obeyed the silent command and took the east side of the circular room.

The two teams moved within the shadows, highly aware that any misstep would allow the vid units around the perimeter to pick up their incursion. In the center of the vast space waited semicircular rows of benches that faced the columned entryway they had just come through. Rising several stories high, there were so many benches the Guardians had lost count of the number of Elders who ruled from them long ago. This was the heart of their world, the center of law and order. The seat of power.

Regrouping at the middle hallway that led to the honden, Connor paused, and the others awaited his command. The hall to the west branched off toward the Elders living quarters. The hall to the right went to a secluded open-air meditation courtyard.

This center gallery was where it got freaky. After his firstand heretofore onlyTemple break-in, he was prepared. His men werent.

He looked at them with an arched brow, silently admonishing them to heed his earlier command. They nodded grimly, and Connor continued on.

As they walked, a vibration beneath their feet drew everyones attention to the floor. The stone shimmered and became translucent, creating the impression that the ground had disintegrated and they were about to fall into an endless blanket of stars. He groped for the wall by instinct, his teeth gritted together, then the view of space melted into a swirling kaleidoscope of colors.

Fuck me, Wager breathed.

Connor had said the exact same thing the first time hed walked this corridor. Every step created ripples in the colors, suggesting that whatever it was responded to their presence.

Is that real? Corporal Trent whispered fiercely. Or a hologram of some sort?

Lifting his hand, Connor reminded the men to keep their silence. He had no idea what the damn thing was. He knew only that he couldnt look at it or vertigo would make him sick.

They moved past the private Elder library to reach the control room. There was one Elder there, a lone sentinel lost within a vast space dominated by high walls lined with bound volumes and a large console. As was the custom of the Elders, hed been left behind when the others retired for the afternoon, which made him the unfortunate recipient of a tranq dart to the neck. Connor dragged his unconscious body aside to give Wager access to the crescent-shaped touchpad control panel.

Ill loop the vids so youre not recorded, the lieutenant said.

Wager stepped up and began to work, his posture straight and legs slightly parted, firmly entrenched in his assignment. With his long black hair and stormy gray eyes, he had a renegade appearance to go along with his loose-cannon reputation. Because of his volatile nature, hed been a second lieutenant for centuries longer than he should have been. Connor had recently promoted him to first lieutenant, for all the good that did him. They were insurgents, having left the sanctioned Elite Warrior regiments to commandeer the rebel faction.

Confident in Wagers ability to manage the database part of their search, Connor stationed two lookouts by the entrance and took two men with him to perform a physical search of the premises. Not long ago, hed broken into the Temple with only Wager as backup. But the recent coup had forced the Elders to increase the number of guards, which in turn forced Connor to charge the complex with a dozen men. Six outside and six inside.

They moved with rapid strides further down the hallway, keeping their gazes averted from the rapidly swirling kaleidoscopic floor. Light poured in from the skylights above and a clear door at the end of the hall provided a sunlit view of the far edge of the meditation courtyard.

As they reached a doorway, Connor gestured one man inside. Anything unusual.

The man nodded and stepped into the doorless room with glaive drawn and at the ready. Connor repeated the process with the second soldier until he was continuing on alone. He took the next room he came across.

It was a dark space, not unusual since it was unoccupied, but odd in that the lighting did not illuminate when he entered. It was only the light spilling in from the hallway that enabled him to see.

The center of the room was empty, but tiered metal carts on wheels lined the walls. There was a medicinal smell in the air and as he spotted a heavy bolted metal door in the wall, his hackles rose. There was a thick viewing window built into the upper part of the massive barrier, but whether that was for someone to see in or someone to see out, he didnt know. Either way, that door was a serious deterrent and meant that whatever it guarded was important.

What the hell have you got in there? he wondered aloud.

Connor stepped over to the small touchpad in the corner and began a rapid fire series of keystrokes. He needed to get the damn lights to turn on so he could see what the hell he was dealing with. He could use some leverage right now, and holding a valuable item for ransom would work nicely.

One of the many command overrides he inputted caused the panel to beep rapidly and then the room slowly brightened.

Yes! He grinned and turned around, surveying the small room with its stone floor and barren white walls.

The sharp hiss of releasing hydraulic pressure had him rocking back on the heels of his boots. Somehow hed managed to get the door open, too, which made things all the easier.

What happened next would forever be ingrained on Connors memory. There was a roar that sounded like fury mixed with fear, then the heavy door flew open with such explosive force that it embedded into the adjacent wall.

His glaive at the ready, Connor was prepared to fight. What he wasnt prepared for was the apparition that lunged at him, a body seemingly Guardian-like in appearance, yet possessed of pure black eyes with no sclera and teeth with wickedly sharp points.

Connor froze, horrified and confused. It was the gravest offense to kill another Guardian and to his knowledge murder hadnt been committed in centuries. That stayed his hand when he would have thrust, which left him open to the violent impact that knocked him to the floor. A feat never before accomplished because he was too damn big.

Fuck! he grunted as he crashed to the stone with bone-jarring force.

The thing was on top of him, a not-inconsiderable male filled with unexplained ferocity. It was snarling and grappling like a rabid beast. Connor jerked to the side, rolling to gain the upper hand. With one hand wrapped around his assailants straining neck and the other fisting and descending in brutal punches, he should have knocked the man out cold. He felt the crack of a cheekbone beneath his knuckles and the shattering of a nose, but the injuries appeared to have no effect, neither did the deprivation of air to breathe.

Deep inside Conner, fear curled with insidious strength. Those black eyes where filled with a roiling madness and thick claws were ripping at the skin of his forearms. How did one defeat an enemy who had no mind?

Captain!

Connor didnt look up. He rolled onto his back again and extended his arm full-length, holding his attacker aloft by the throat. A glaive whistled through the air and sliced off the top of the mans skull. Gore splattered everywhere.

What the fuck was that? Trent cried, standing just above Connors head with the killing blade in his hands.

Hell if I know. Connor tossed the body off to the side. He looked down at himself in disgust, touching the gunk that coated him with a tentative finger. It was thick and black, resembling old blood and reeking like it, too. His gaze moved to the corpse whose face from the eyebrows down was still intact. Brown hair grew overly long around the mans ears and nape. The skin had an unhealthy pallor and the flesh was clinging to bones. The hands and feet were both capped with long, thick, reptilian claws. But it was the inky black, sightless eyes and gaping maw that were so frightening. They turned a gaunt, sickly looking man into a formidable predator.

It wore only loose white pants that were stained and torn. On the back of its hand was a seared brandHB-12. A quick look at the cell from which it escaped revealed a thick metal interior liberally gouged.

Your room is definitely more interesting than mine, Trent said. The levity of his statement was ruined by the crack in his voice.

Connors chest labored more from his anger than from his exertions. Its exactly this sort of shit that forced the rebellion!

Most everyone would say that leading a revolt went against his easygoing nature, and theyd be right. Hell, he still had trouble believing hed taken this step. But there were too many goddamn questions and all the answers he had were lies. Yeah, he was a man who liked things painfully simplewine, women, and kicking ass, as he used to saybut he had no qualms about stepping up to the plate and swinging when necessary.

It was his job to protect others, both Dreamers and the gentler Guardians. There were thousands of his people, all were divided into certain specialties. Each Guardian had their strengths. Some were tender and offered comfort to Dreamers who grieved. Others were playful and filled in dreams of sports heroes or baby showers. There were Sensuals and Healers, Nurturers and Challengers. Connor was an Elite. He killed Nightmares and guarded his people. If he had to protect them from the Elders, too, so be it.

Theres no way to pretend that the Temple wasnt breached now, the corporal pointed out.

Nope, Connor agreed, no way. And he didnt really care at this point. In fact, he wanted the Elders to know that their secrets werent safe. He wanted them looking over their shoulders. He wanted them to feel as unsettled and wary as he did. They owed him that much, at least, after asking him to lay his life on the line for a fake cause.

Wager came running into the room with two more Elite directly behind him. Whoa! he said, skidding in the splatter before catching his footing. What the hell is that?

Fuck if I know. Connor wrinkled his nose.

Yeah, Wager agreed. It stinks. Its also probably what set off the alarm on the console. My guess is reinforcements are on their way now, so we better get out of here.

Did we get anything useful out of the database? Connor asked, grabbing a towel off one of the push carts against the wall. He scrubbed at his torn skin and clothes to remove what he could of the blood-like substance clinging to him.

I downloaded what I could. It would take eons to get all of it, but I tried to focus on files that sounded the most intriguing.

That will have to suffice. Lets go.

They left with the same caution theyd used upon their arrival, their eyes scanning their surroundings carefully. Still, none of them saw the Elder whose dark gray robes blended so well with the shadows.

He stood silent and unnoticed. Smiling.







    

Chapter 2




Wheres Lieutenant Wager? Connor asked, glancing around the main underwater cavern, which served as headquarters for the rebel faction in the Twilight.

Above their heads, hundreds of tiny vid screens flashed various scenes like movies, glimpses into the open minds of thousands of MediumsDreamers brought here without sleep. They hovered in the Twilight, more awake than not, but lacking full comprehension.

The humans called the process of forcibly inducing subconscious thought hypnosis. Whatever name one gave to it, their destination was this cavern. Here the Elders had watched over them and prevented the Nightmares from using their stream of subconscious to reach the mortal plane.

In the back, sir, replied the Elite warrior standing guard at the mouth of the pool, the only physical entrance or exit.

With a nod of acknowledgment, Connor turned on his heel and strode the length of the rock-lined hallway. Carved into the very heart of the mountain, it seemed to have no end and was disorienting with its matching arched doorways on either side. Thousands of them. All filled with glass tubes, which held Elders-in-training in stasis of some sort. His men had yet to discern who the occupants were, or why they were being kept in that manner.

Frankly, Connor thought the whole thing was creepy, and he was shaken by the realization that hed lived centuries never knowing anything about his world or the Elders who ruled it. It made him sick to think of how stubborn hed been when Aidan asked him to consider everything that was unexplained. He had refused to see the signs that bothered his friend for so long.

Connors boot steps echoed rhythmically as he traversed the distance to his second-in-command with a rapid, agitated stride. Soon the sounds from the largest room faded into silence. Sadly, using large to describe the size was only possible when comparing the room to the others down here.

The space was actually pretty damn small, having been designed for the comfortable occupation of only three Elders-in-training. The main cavern was cramped by a half-moon console and the massive screen of rapidly flickering images. Depending on ones angle, a Guardian could see right through the display into the room beyond, a space filled with slipstreamswide beams of moving light that represented streams of subconscious thought.

Snorting, Connor acknowledged for the millionth time that he still didnt quite grasp the whole concept of the Twilight. Aidan had badgered their teacher at the Elite Academy with endless questions about where theyd come from and where they now were. The simplest explanation Connor had heard was that he should think of the Twilight like an apple. Abbreviated space is the hole bored through the center by a worm, or a wormhole. Instead of coming out the other side though, the Elders found a way to suspend the Guardians inside. They called that pocket the Twilight. Connor called it confusing.

Wager! he roared, as he passed through one of the arched doorways and found the lieutenant engrossed at a console.

The younger man jumped, then glared. You scared the crap out of me!

Sorry.

No, youre not.

Connor grinned. No. Im not. I had my share of scares today. Its your turn.

Shaking his head, Wager pushed to his feet and stretched his tall, wiry frame. Its good to see you smiling. He crossed his arms and stood with widespread legs. He was a handsome lad, with an appeal the female Guardians described as bad boy.

Women. They loved trouble.

Theres not a whole hell of a lot to smile about. Some freak of nature attacked me today, my best friend has run off with the Key, and I need to get laid.

Wager threw his head back and laughed. I bet the ladies are missing you, too. Ive heard poems are written about your stamina and on Girls Night Out they compare notes.

No way.

Yes, way. Morgan calls you the golden god with the golden rod.

Connor felt his face heat and ran a self-conscious hand through his slightly too-long blond hair. Youre full of shit. She wouldnt say that to you.

Black brows rose. Morgan?

A mental image of the dark-eyed slender Player Guardian entered Connors thoughts. His lips curved ruefully. Yeah, I suppose she might.

First Cross takes off, now youre in exileI bet theres more than a few broken hearts.

Youre a popular guy yourself.

I have my charms, the lieutenant drawled.

Sometimes when Im waiting for Cross to connect to the Twilight, I look over the rise at the Dreamers slipstreams and seriously think about hopping into one. If only for a half hour or so.

Wagers merriment faded into the intensity that made him a damn good warrior. How is Captain Crosss stream? Is it coming in clearer yet?

No. Connor scratched the back of his neck. Its still murky. Im guessing that has something to do with the fact that his slipstream connects to that barren plain instead of in the Valley.

For most Dreamers, their subconscious connected to the Twilight in the Valley of Dreams. They touched the lives of Guardians through wide golden beams that rose from the valley floor and pierced the misty sky until they could no longer be seen. The varying streams of subconscious thoughts spread as far as the eye could see.

Actually, I think thats a manifestation of the problem, not the cause. At Connors raised brow, Wager explained. Because we are physiologically different from humans, I suspect our brain waves function on another wavelength entirely. Thats what causes Crosss slipstream to connect to the Twilight in a different place and to come across with a degraded intensity.

When Aidan entered the dream state, he came to them in a blue stream. While the other slipstreams where clear enough to look throughalmost like looking through a thin waterfallAidan came across snowy, like a television station with bad reception.

Okay. Connor heaved out his breath. That puts a new spin on things.

Sure does.

Corporal Trent said you had some news for me?

Yes. Wager rolled his shoulders back as if to relieve strain.

Connors hackles rose. Lemme guess. Its not good.

Using information gleaned from the data chips I loaded in the Temple, I found a reference to HB-9.

That thing in the Temple was branded with HB-12.

I saw that. The lieutenants lips pursed grimly. Unfortunately, the file containing the information on the HB Project was incomplete, because the download was aborted too soon.

Shit. Connor scowled. HB Project? What does that mean?

It means that thing was part of a greater program, but I cant tell how extensive it was.

Fuck. Connor felt like hitting something. If there are more of those freaks, weve got problems.

Thats putting it mildly.

I have to warn Cross.

Yes. Wager nodded sagely. And because he doesnt remember what you tell him in dreams, youll have to do it in person.

What? Connor gaped. Are you nuts?

Youve seen one of those things, the lieutenant pointed out, and fought with it. That gives you an advantage. Trents the only other Elite who saw it in action and you know hes not ready for a mission such as this.

Connor growled and began to pace the length of the stone-walled room.

Think about it, captain. Do you trust anyone else to relay the gravity of this situation to Cross? I dont.

I trust you.

Wager stilled, then cleared his throat. Thank you, sir. I appreciate that, you know I do. But you need me here going through the entries we downloaded from the database, and you and Captain Cross have a unique dynamic. For centuries you have kept the Elite in tight fighting form with high morale and a low casualty rate. And youre friends. I think in a new world, possibly fighting a new enemy youre going to need that support to succeed.

Its a bad idea to send the highest ranking officer away from the troops. I dont like it. Not one bit. Connor glanced at the Elder-in-training who slept oblivious in the nearby glass tube. His head hung low, his chin to his chest, his body held upright by no discernable device. This one was dark-haired and very young. Not much past his teens Connor would guess.

I dont like it either, but here are the facts: Im the best person to search the database and you are the best person to work with Cross. By reversing that, we would be crippling both missions before they start. We cant afford to do that.

Damn it, I know that. Connor scrubbed both hands through his hair. Im not even really arguing the point. Its just the principle of the thing that gets to me.

I understand that youre not arguing. I know Im only saying aloud the thoughts you have in your head. Frankly, I wish I could be the one to go. Wager smiled, his gray eyes lit with wry amusement. Ive got a Dreamer of my own Id like to track down.

No way.

Wager shrugged. But youre the one who should go. Im more than capable of running things around here.

I know. Connor heaved out his breath. You should have been promoted a long time ago.

I dont know about that, the lieutenant said easily. My emotions get in the way more than they should. Im growing out of it, but its taken me a few centuries.

Connor turned toward the open archway. Ill go speak to the men. You find me a Medium in Southern California.

Captain? Wager called after him.

Yes?

About coming back

Jaw tensing, Connor raised both brows in silent query.

I discovered something else. When we physically ride a humans stream of subconscious thought, we leave a traceable thread behind. It can then be used to yank the Guardian back.

Thats how the Elders brought Aidan back?

Apparently. If necessary, we can pull you back the same way. Butthe Medium is damaged in the process.

Damaged?

Its fatal to humans. The lieutenant crossed his arms and settled more firmly on his heels, a stance Connor had come to recognize as preparation for a difficult task. Strokes, dilated cardiomyopathysudden deaths are the result.

Shit. Connor reached out to the threshold of the archway and leaned his weight into it. Thats why its not a viable means of hopping between the two planes.

I suspect thats the reason we havent migrated over there, Wager agreed, if only in small numbers. We would have to leave guards behind to prevent the Nightmares from using the slipstreams. No battalion would want that assignment indefinitely and wed have to leave at least that many behind to stem the flow of Nightmares from the Gateway and guard the Valley.

But we couldnt relieve them because traveling back and forth would kill thousands of Mediums.

Right.

Every Guardian understood their responsibility. Their homeworld had been invaded by Nightmares, a race of shadowy evanescent parasites. The Elders had created a fissure within abbreviated space. It had served as a portal to this conduit plane between the human dimension and the one the Guardians had been forced to leave behind. The Nightmares had quickly followed, forcing their way past a formidable barrierthe Gatewayand hundreds of Elite Warriors. We screwed up by letting the Nightmares in. We cant compound the problem by killing them ourselves or taking over their world.

Nodding grimly, Connors gaze moved around the room, his brain attempting to wrap around his departure. He may never see this place again. A few minutes ago, that would have been lovely. Now he felt adrift. He smelled the mustiness of damp air and felt the coarse rock beneath his palm, but the sensations didnt ground him. He felt completely unanchored. I understand. We need the humans alive.

Yes, for our sense of obligation but also for our own survival. We would top off their food chain, disrupting the order of predation. Over time, they could become extinct and killing of an entire link would have potentially annihilatory effects on Earth. That in turn could ripple outward across their galaxy and beyond. We could see a

Whoa! Connor grumbled, lifting his hands in a defensive gesture. Brain overload. I get the idea.

Sorry.

Dont be. Well get through this. The Elite always do. Straightening, Connor inhaled deeply and fixed his mind on his task. Find me a Medium in Southern California. Ill get ready and explain the mission to the others.

Yes, sir. Wager saluted.

Connor returned the gesture, then spun about and left.



Connor stared at the streams of golden light and inhaled deeply into his lungs. He reminded himself that Aidan made this very same journey just weeks ago. If he could do it, so could Connor.

But Cross wasnt happy here, whispered a voice in his mind. Connor was. Hed always been content.

Are you ready, Captain?

He glanced through the glass monitor at the console where Wager worked and nodded grimly.

The stream directly to your right will take you to a Medium in Anaheim, California, which is about an hour from Temecula where Captain Cross is living with Lyssa Bates.

Got it.

These slipstreams work differently from those of Dreamers. Wager leaned back in his chair, his features tight with strain. Long strands of his black hair escaped from his queue, his exterior so at odds with his almost bookish nature. He looked more like a Hells Angel biker than he did a computer geek. They are in motion. You will leap into their subconscious and find yourself riding it into their plane of existence. Your appearance there will cause a temporal disturbance, which will affect a hitch in time.

A hitch? Connor frowned.

Yeah, a major slowing down. A second to them will be like a minute to you. Im not sure how that will feel. Not good, Im guessing. But if you hurry, it will allow you to leave without being detected. Otherwise, for the humans, one second you wont be there and the next second you will. Thatll be hard to explain, so I wouldnt push my luck if I were you.

No problem. Ill get out of the way quick.

Ill be able to track you through your dreams, just as youve been meeting Captain Cross in dreams.

Connor gave him a thumbs-up. It was the best he could do under the circumstances. His throat was too tight to speak.

Despite his many centuries of living, for the most part he felt not much older than hed been when he graduated from the Elite Academy with Aidan. Sure, he could no longer fuck all night and tear up Nightmares the next day without feeling like rubber. But that was more of a dig to his male pride, than it was a sign of his age.

Right now, though, he felt every one of his years.

Wager heaved out his breath. I admire you greatly, Bruce. I think Im more nervous than you are.

Nah. Im just hiding it better. He turned to face the appropriate slipstream. His glaive was strapped to his back and he wore a clean uniform. He was as ready as he would ever be. See you on the other side, he said.

Then he jumped.



Wild beasts were ripping off his limbs and pounding his skull into a rock.

At least thats the way it felt to Connor as he slowly came to a vague sense of awareness. It took all the energy he had just to lift his head. Getting his eyes open was nearly impossible. Blinking, he tried to focus on where he was.

It was dark except for the multicolored tiny lights glowing in the night sky. The smell that filled his nostrils was intense, overpowering. Musky, smoky, nauseating. Connor felt his stomach lurch, then roil. His skull was gripped in a closing vice. His teeth ached. The roots of his hair stung and burned.

He was dying. No one could feel like this much shit and live. It wasnt possible.

Connors brain stumbled into painful thought, goaded by sheer survival instinct.

one second you wont be there and the next second you willthatll be hard to explain

He wasnt sure there was anyone to explain to. From the looks of it, hed ridden a slipstream straight into a hell dimension. The stench in the air was just a few breaths away from making him vomit.

Heaving his torso upward, Connor managed a kneeling position and then pushed back to rest on his heels. Everything around him spun dizzily. He groaned in misery and clutched his waist.

Fuck me.

He glanced around with gritty eyes. Slowly, his surroundings came into focus. A thin line of light beckoned and Connor reached out for itand promptly fell back into an ignoble sprawl. It was a curtain and he tugged it out of the way to find a massive convention hall. People stood nearby, impossibly close, frozen in a single moment in time.

It was a science fiction convention of some sort. Some of the attendees were heavily disguised in costumes that ranged from alien beings to robots.

Looking over his shoulder, Connor surveyed the room he was in. He was in a small makeshift tent of some sort. Everything was black. The floor was hard and cold, but covered in a rough tarp. There was a round table nearby draped in black material. Atop it was a globe, which was creating the light reflecting off what he now realized was a ceiling. A woman lay on a padded table, eyes closed, lost in the hypnotic state that had brought him here. Connor suspected she had been put under by the man presently bent over stealing money from her purse.

Snorting with disgust, Connor lurched to unsteady feet and tried not to breathe through his nose. He withdrew the mans wallet out of his back pocket and took all the cash from inside.

Karma, asshole.

He left as quickly as his shaky legs would allow. There was a soft buzzing in the air, the sound of words forming in their most infantile states. How he made it through the crowds was a mystery to him. The scents of the human world assaulted him. Fake smells, such as perfumes. Food smells. Body odor.

In the Twilight and in the Dreamers subconscious such sensory perceptions were dulled or stripped to their most basic. Not so in reality. Connor was forced to pause at a trash receptacle by the exit to throw up.

He didnt like it here. His heart ached. He wanted to go home, a home he loved and missed terribly already.

Instead he pushed open the glass doors of the Anaheim Convention Center and stepped out to his new world.



Stacey Daniels knew it was ridiculous to be sitting on the couch bawling her eyes out. She should be thrilled to have some personal time for herself.

I should be making an appointment for a pedicure, a manicure, and a haircut, she muttered.

She should be calling the hot UPS driver who delivered the pharmaceutical supplies to Bates All Creatures Animal Hospital where she worked. Hed given her his card with his cell phone number on it after weeks of flirting. The accompanying wink had made the offer more than just a business one.

I could be looking forward to a night of much-needed, no-strings-attached raunchy sex. She sniffled. Hell, I could be having raunchy sex, right now.

Instead, she was a miserable lump, crying because her deadbeat ex-boyfriend had finally picked up their son for an overdue weekend visit. It was pitiful and slightly deranged, but she couldnt get over it.

Sinking deeper into her best friends sofa, Stacey looked around the condo and was grateful to be house-sitting for her boss, Lyssa Bates. She didnt know how she would have managed being at her own home without Justin there. It would be too lonely. At least Lyssa had fish and a cat, though Jelly Bean was the meanest cat ever. A grumpy, hissing, tail-flicking beast who was presently sitting on the arm of the couch giving her the evil eye. Still, even his unpleasant company was better than being alone.

Of course, Stacey was realizing exactly how lonely she really was. At some point shed stopped seeing herself as an individual woman and started herself only as Justins mom, which wasnt healthy, as her reaction this morning so aptly proved. She had no idea what to do with herself. How sad was that?

You have a right to be mad, the devil on her shoulder said.

She worked her ass off to make ends meet without a dime of child support and Tommy was the one who got to take Justin skiing for his first time. Tommy got to be cool. Tommy got the privilege of seeing Justins face light up with joy and wonder. All because hed had a twenty-dollar bill burning a hole in his pocket in Reno a year ago. A twenty hed promptly put down as a bet that the Colts would go to the Super Bowl.

A twenty he should have paid me, she bitched, so I could put gas in the car to get to work and support our child.

It was so unfair. She had been saving up for a getaway to Big Bear for almost two years and Tommy ripped it out from under her in two minutes. Just like her life had been ripped out from under her when shed gotten pregnant in college. You can always abort, hed said blithely. Weve got our whole lives ahead of us and years of school. You cant have a baby.

Asshole, she griped. Shed had to drop out of school and get government assistance. Tommy had said it was her choice and good luck. See ya, wouldnt wanna be ya. Hed gone on to graduate and became a struggling screenwriter who had enough money to party, but not for child support. Shed gone on to a series of temp jobs until she finally found steady, good-paying, nondemeaning work at the vet hospital with Lyssa.

Stacey yanked a tissue from the box next to her and blew her nose. It was petty and small of her to begrudge Justin a much-wanted trip just because she wasnt the one to take him. She knew it and acknowledged it, but doing so didnt make her feel any better.

The doorbell rang and Stacey turned her head to scowl in the direction of the foyer. If shed been at home, she would have ignored it, but she was watching Lyssas house and pets while the boss was on a mini-vacation with her fianc in Mexico, so that meant watching out for Lyssas packages, too.

Grumbling under her breath, Stacey stood and crossed the soothing beige carpeted living room to the marble-lined entrance hall. JB hissed and followed her, rumbling his demon cats warning. He hated visitors. Well, he hated everybody pretty much, but especially total strangers.

The bell rang again, impatiently, and she called out, Hang on! Im getting there.

Stacey turned the knob and pulled the door open. You gotta give a girl a minute to get

A Viking stood on Lyssas porch.

And he was devastatingly gorgeous.









End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/page-template.xpgt
 

    
       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
             
             
             
             
             
             
         
      
   

    
       
   





OPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OPS/9780061746635.png
SHE WILL SURRENDER
TO THE PROMISE HE OFFERS...

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF
BARED TO YOU AND PLEASURES OF THE NIGHT

SIIVERBEN





