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From the Back Cover

He's in love. She's just doing her job.
Or is she?

The first rule of undercover work is not to fall for the guy you're investigating. The
second rule is not to continue working on a case that your boss has taken off you. FBI
Special Agent, Keltie Nicolls, has broken both.

After one undercover date with hot new model, Ash Lincoln—a man who is as
dangerous as he is attractive—Keltie decides she doesn't have the strength to withstand his
lethal brand of appeal. But backing out is not an option because Ash is like a sleeping lion
that she has disturbed. She is his prey. And he seems bent on catching her.

His methods are intense.

His love is passionate.

But his worldview is toxic.

Can she guard her heart or will she be consumed?



Dedication

"But as many as received him, to them gave He power to become the sons of God, even
to them that believe on His name"

(John 1:12).

Dedicated to you!



Chapter 1

ASH LINCOLN CLAWED HIS way through the thick density of trees that surrounded
the small clearing where his eleven brothers awaited his arrival—no mean feat with the
heavy sack slung over his shoulder. Incense already filled the chilly night air.

He joined his brothers at the center of the clearing and dumped the heavy bag on the
ground. He winced. He should have done that more gently, since it was a person inside. And
a woman, at that.

"You're late."

Ash ignored Jared. Ever since Jared had become a red-robed practitioner, he'd been even
more nit-picking than usual. Ash had come straight from a photoshoot at Jam Studios that
had finished late. He couldn't have gotten here any quicker.

"Did you bring the remote?" Jared asked.

Ash panicked for a moment as he dug his hands into his pockets. He relaxed when he felt
Luke's remote control in his left jacket pocket. "Yes. I've got it."

After Luke's death, Jared had entrusted the remote to him for safe-keeping. They could
control a significant proportion of the population with it, and nobody knew about it. Unease
twinged in Ash's chest. Such devices were unethical. If Ash didn't fear the consequences, he
would make the remote disappear, but Jared had told his red-robed colleagues about it and
was taking it to his next High Council meeting to discuss its capabilities and what it could
do.

"Can you stop just standing there?" Jared snapped. "We need to do this quick."

Ash opened the sack. He'd been tasked with kidnapping someone. Xy had done it for him
since he couldn't. He hoped the girl was still breathing and hadn't suffocated in the sack.
Well, what did it matter? She was going to wind up dead anyway.

A sick feeling twisted through his chest. He tried to clamp down on it. He wasn't a killer.
His own role had just been to capture someone. Jared was going to do the actual ritual. Now
that he was a red robe, he was supposed to offer frequent human sacrifices. But Ash doubted
that Jared had done even one in the past year.

"Get her onto the altar," Jared snapped.

Ash stood back and said nothing. He'd done his part: bringing the sacrifice. Someone
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else could haul her onto the altar.

Nobody moved.

Jared yelled a curse. "Get the sacrifice onto the altar!"

"Who?" Solomon asked.

"Anybody." Jared looked ready to blow a gasket. "Who is closest to it?"

Ash cursed under his breath and moved away from the sacrifice. 'It', as Jared had called
her. Maybe Jared thought it would be easier if he didn't think of the person he was sacrificing
as a human being with feelings. Maybe he found it easier to dissociate himself if he thought
of the person as 'it'.

Ash exhaled. Ascending, becoming a red robe, both those things seemed attractive—the
power, the prestige—but he'd never do either of them. Not if it meant having to kill.
Practitioners, especially high-level practitioners with reptilian DNA, were supposed to kill
often, but it had never sat well with Ash. He didn't want to kill.

"Ash," Jared snapped as Ash tried to disappear behind Saul's height. "And Saul. You're
the closest."

Ash wanted to argue, but he figured that if he annoyed Jared now, Jared might make him
do the ritual. That was the last thing he wanted to do. He took a steadying breath and moved
back to the sack. Saul followed. Together, they lifted the woman out and carried her over to
the altar.

Her long curls fluttered in the breeze, skimming his arms. Ash stiffened. He glanced at
Saul who had her legs in his hands. He didn't look like he was doing too well either. It was
one thing to sacrifice animals, but this was just...horrible.

Ash's toe struck something hard. He yelped, pitching forward. If he wasn't holding the
sacrifice, he'd be able to break his fall, but before the idea to drop her and save himself from
a broken nose entered his mind, he was already flat on his face. On top of the sacrifice.

He exhaled as he took stock. The only pain he felt was in his arms. His face was intact.
Just as well; he had another photoshoot tomorrow.

He opened his eyes, groaning. There was a full moon tonight. Pale white moonbeams
illuminated the woman—the sacrifice. He leapt off her. Too late. He'd already seen her face.
She was young. And pretty. Thick lashes rested against full cheeks. Perfectly arched brows.
A button nose.

Ash cringed. He didn't like to look at victims. He'd never looked at any of the people his

father, Luke, had sacrificed. He'd just played his role in the rituals, which was usually to
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keep the incense burning or to recite incantations.

Jared's livid cursing snapped Ash away from his thoughts. He quickly grabbed the girl's
arms, Saul grabbing her legs again. Together, they lifted her onto the altar.

Jared nodded at Xy. Xy immediately stepped forward and began to pronounce
incantations as he tied the girl to the altar. Then, he grabbed one of the knives, slashed
through her dress and pulled it off.

Jared moved slowly to the collection of ceremonial knives hanging from the altar. Ash
wasn't sure if he imagined it or if Jared looked less than enthused. Their brothers pretty much
all hated Jared since he seemed so cold and callous. He had killed their mothers—although
not Ash's. Ash had overheard Luke's plans and enabled his own mother to escape.

Jared did nothing to counter the less-than-savory opinion his brothers had of him. Ash
suspected he figured it served him well. If they all thought he was volatile and trigger-happy,
they would all fear him and toe the line. Ash knew he wasn't trigger-happy, though. He knew
that Jared had refused to kill their moms and that Luke had had to drug him to make him do
it. He also knew that Jared must be in severe internal pain over it. But he'd never asked.
Jared wouldn't appreciate it, and Ash didn't care for a deep, sappy conversation with his elder
brother anyway.

Ash realized, with a start, that Xy had stopped speaking. Then he noticed that the air was
warm, all of a sudden. Ash frowned as a tingling sensation ran over his skin. He looked
around at his brothers in alarm. Every one of them looked uncomfortable. At least, it wasn't
just him feeling it.

"A spirit is here," Jared whispered, looking around, his eyes pensive. "To pay respect to
our sacrifice."

That was supposed to be a good thing, right? So why did Ash feel uncomfortable, and
afraid? And sick? His stomach churned.

On the other side of the altar, Rebel made a retching sound. Beside Saul, Solomon
dropped to his knees and began to hurl vomit in every direction. This had never happened
when spirits showed up for Luke's sacrifices. Ash thought about Jared's red robe ritual. That
had been intense. Everyone had fallen on their faces, but there'd been no retching.

His stomach churned again and he gritted his teeth. He couldn't remember the last time
he'd thrown up. He tried to hold it in.

"It's the sacrifice," Taye yelled suddenly, jumping backwards away from the altar.

"What?" Jared asked him. "What can you see?"
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Ash tried to look at the girl on the altar with his craft senses, but found that he couldn't.
He frowned, trying again. Nothing. He was disabled.

"Seriously, get her out of here now!" Taye yelled.

"What can you see?" Jared snapped.

If Jared was asking Taye, he must be disabled too.

Taye dropped to the ground.

Ash felt his stomach heave again. He doubled over, sinking to the ground. Whatever
spirit had shown up for their sacrifice was ridiculously powerful...and scary. The heat
swirling in the air intensified until Ash began to feel like he was being burned alive. What
was going on? Was the spirit going to kill them all?

All of his brothers were down now, including Jared, who was on his knees but trying to
stand again.

Taye yelled and began to scramble on his hands and knees towards the trees surrounding
the clearing. Jared grabbed him by the back of his shirt and pulled him back. "What can you
see?" he yelled.

Taye's eyes darted around the forest. "Nothing. I'm disabled."

"You said it's the sacrifice?"

"Yeah. When Ash first pulled her out of the bag, I looked at her spiritually. She had fire
all around her. I think she might be a Christian."

Ash's heart dropped to his feet like a stone. Xy had chosen a Christian? He felt like
slapping him.

"I probed her too," Hades choked out. "She was surrounded with fire."

Solomon, who'd stopped vomiting now and was lying in the mud, wiped his mouth.
"Fire," he croaked. "I saw it too."

"Then why didn't any of you say something?" Jared snapped.

"Wanted. ..to see..." Solomon made a choking sound, like he was going to throw up
again. "...what would...happen."

Jared cursed colorfully. All he seemed to do these days was curse. And snap.

"Wait," Taye said. "Why is this our fault? Ash is the one who brought her here."

Jared looked at Ash.

Ash felt his throat closing up. He opened his mouth to breathe better.

"Ash, you brought a Christian to our ritual." Jared's voice was low.

Ash knew that low voice of Jared's. He was really mad. "Sorry," he choked out, still
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trying desperately to breathe. He mind-linked Xy. Thanks a lot, bro.

I'm sorry, Xy replied. I didn't know.

"And now," Locke began, "God is here. That's what this awful heat is."

"Shut up!"

"Don't say His Name."

"Quiet!"

Ash groaned, trying to drag himself to his feet as his brothers all scolded Locke for
daring to mention God. At least he hadn't said 'Jesus'. Ash shuddered. Even just thinking that
Name took supreme effort.

"You looking to get us all killed?" Taye snapped, scampering towards the trees again.
This time, Jared let him go.

Solomon and Hades scampered off after him.

"Can we go?" Junior asked Jared. He wanted to be called Luke now that their father,
Luke Senior, was dead. But he'd always been Junior and would probably always be Junior to
his brothers.

Jared waved a dismissive hand.

Ash made to crawl away, but Jared kicked his leg. "Break her down."

"What?"

"Break her until she loses her fire. We will do the ritual tomorrow night."

Break her? Ash wasn't the 'breaking' type. That involved torture and all kinds of horrific
things. There was no way he was doing that to anybody, never mind a female. "Can't you
feel the heat here?" he asked Jared. "Do I look like I have a death-wish?"

"If you can break her and cause her to deny her faith, no spirits will come to her
defense," Jared replied. "Break her by tomorrow night."

Ash glared at Jared's back as he turned away to grab his ceremonial knives. As far as Ash
knew, breaking took at least a few days of intense torture. To do it in one day meant that
Jared wanted him to use the most intense methods. He couldn't do it. Maybe he'd ask one of
his brothers to do it and owe them a favor.

Nah. None of his brothers would want to do it. He'd have to contact some other
practitioner and pay them to do it.

"Ash?"

Ash looked up. Junior stood in front of him, peering down at him. How on earth was
Junior standing despite the charge in the air? Everyone else, apart from Jared who had
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somehow managed to summon the strength to teleport himself away, was slowly crawling
away, Locke and Salem bringing up the rear.

"I don't think you should try to break her," Junior told him. "The last thing we want is
any trouble from opposing spirits."

If Junior could stand, Ash ought to be able to stand, too. Junior was good at the craft, but
Ash wasn't bad himself. He managed to lift himself into a crouching position. Junior was
right. Who knew what would happen to them if they had a Christian girl tortured? Luke had
picked on Crystal, the singer. He'd made her join his occult celebrity society against her will.
Little had he known that she was a Christian. And now he was gone. Ash wasn't messing
with no Christian.

"I say get her off the altar and make sure she's okay," Junior said.

Ash flopped back down and glared at the girl on the altar. A few moments later, all his
brothers had gone. It was just him left.

Since Luke's death, and after all that Crystal and her team had done, there were so many
more Christians in the nation now. Before, Ash could go days without seeing one. Now, they
were everywhere with that horrible fire around them. They really needed to get America
back to the secular nation that it had been. They needed to get America back to ignorance.
Just a few years ago, everyone had thought magic was just fiction. Now, everyone knew
about practitioners, rather than believing them to be an urban myth. The discrimination
towards practitioners was mounting, too. Last year, they'd had to register themselves with the
government and take citizenship classes.

Ash twitched as the heat in the air intensified. He gasped for air. He was taking Junior's
advice on this, rather than Jared's. He and his brothers didn't need any opposing spirits
targeting them. He would see to it that the girl was okay.

But how? He couldn't even stand. Whatever presence had filled the clearing had
completely sapped him off his strength—both craft and natural. And the heat in the air was
oppressive.

"Okay, God?" Ash whispered. "Angels? Messengers?" He paused, looking around. His
heart began to pound. Was he allowed to speak to them? "I'm not going to hurt her. I just
want to take her someplace safe. Could you...quit with the heat?"

No sooner had the words left his mouth than, suddenly, the night air became as cold as it
had been before. The change was so drastic that Ash began to wonder if he'd imagined the

heat in the first place. He frowned up at the starless night sky, the big white moon, the ash-
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colored clouds highlighted with moonlight. Fear snaked into his heart. His brothers had felt
the heat too, hadn't they? So he hadn't imagined it.

Had God.. listened to him?

His fear intensified at the thought of God not only here in the clearing, defending the
chick on the altar, but /istening to him. There was something acutely disturbing about that.
What if he'd decided to obey Jared and tried to break her? Would God have struck him dead
on the spot?

Ash took in a lungful of air, trying to calm his racing pulse. Maybe he should ask that
God stop making him feel weak and stop disabling him. If God answered again, then he'd
know He was still here.

Ash considered it for a moment and then pushed the idea away. The thought of speaking
to God again, and God actually listening, was scary. He'd deal with the weakness and
disablement.

He dragged himself to his feet. His heart thudded as he looked at the unmoving girl on
the altar. He'd free the girl and then get the hell away from her and her God.

He approached the altar slowly, feeling as though a million eyes were watching him; as
though a wild animal was stalking him, ready to leap on him and tear him apart if he made
one false move.

He'd spoken out loud, and God had listened...answered. But God couldn't hear his
thoughts, could he? He wouldn't know that Ash had likened him to a wild animal. Sorry, Ash
thought fearfully. Just in case.

He took one of the ceremonial knives from the altar and cut through the ropes binding the
girl's arms and legs to the altar. His fingers brushed her skin. It was icy cold. Ash looked
around once he'd cut the ropes. Xy had tossed her dress onto the ground. He went to get it. It
was torn. If he hadn't been disabled, he would have tried to repair it with the craft.

He lifted the girl off the altar. She weighed nothing. She slouched against him as he
tugged her torn dress over her cold body. It flapped around her in the wind. The material was
thin and flighty. She wasn't going to get warm in it.

Ash groaned. He held her with one hand and then shrugged off his leather jacket. His
favorite leather jacket. He used the craft to clear it of his fingerprints and all his DNA. Then,
he draped it around her and pulled her arms through the sleeves. The jacket swallowed her.

Ash chanced a glance at her face. He jumped.

Her Cycs were open.
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"Uh, hey," he said cautiously.

She frowned, staring at him.

What should he say? How could he explain what was going on? The fact that she was a
Christian meant he wouldn't even be able to make her forget about seeing him.

Her eyes fluttered shut and her head drooped forward, her long curls tumbling forward
and hiding her face.

Ash heaved a sigh of relief. He'd dump her somewhere nice and safe, like outside a
church, before she woke up again.

Jared would be mad, but he'd think of an excuse. This was supposed to be Jared's first
human sacrifice.

It had gone horribly wrong.

KELTIE HAD NEVER FELT so awful in her life. Her tongue was like a thick glob of
cotton wool on her mouth, choking her throat. Her brain kept shutting down when she really
needed to think and work out what was going on.

"You go home and stay safe," she heard a male voice mutter as she was lowered onto
something cold and hard. She forced her eyes open. She was in a part of town she didn't
recognize. She most certainly didn't recognize the guy talking to her. Or did she? There was
something familiar about him.

Blackness began to swallow her again as he walked away. She fought desperately to stay
awake, tried to memorize what the guy looked like and work out why he seemed familiar.
Darn the darkness!

The guy broke into a run and Keltie groaned. He passed under a street light as he ran
away. She caught a glimpse of dark hair and honey-brown skin before she passed out again.

Sometime later, she resurfaced. Her mind was fuzzy. A lingering sense of fear hovered
around her, like she'd had a really bad dream but couldn't remember it.

The first thing she noticed was that she was nice and warm. The second thing she noticed
was the smell of smoke, with an underlying sweet smell. She cracked open her eyes. Her
boss, Rhetta Rhodes, the most formidable woman Keltie had ever known, sat at her bedside,
tapping away on a laptop, a deep frown of concentration on her face.

Oscar, a practitioner who trained FBI officers and educated them in craft philosophy, was
sitting beside Rhetta, his attention fixed on his iPad.
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Keltie kept her head still but allowed her eyes to glance around the room. She was in a
hospital. She closed her eyes, not wanting Rhetta to know she was awake just yet. A sudden
urge to cough filled her. She successfully repressed it. Seven years of working as an elite
agent meant that she was pretty adept as suppressing normal bodily reflexes, like coughs and
sneezes, that could give her away.

"So...what happened?"

Busted. Keltie opened her eyes. Rhetta wasn't even looking at her. She was still typing,
still frowning at the laptop screen. Keltie allowed herself to cough. She coughed and
spluttered for the next minute while Rhetta just continued to type. She was in trouble. Big
trouble. She could tell.

She reached for the glass of water on the bedside table and took a long drink.

Rhetta looked up. "That was mine."

Keltie drained the glass and then replaced it on the table. She sniffed. "What on earth is
that smell? Is someone smoking some weird drugs around here?"

"It's you." Rhetta's beady dark eyes that could be smoky and sultry if she'd wear mascara
and eyeliner bored into her. "Incense."

"Incense," Keltie repeated slowly.

Rhetta said nothing, just watched her, waiting for it to sink in.

The last thing Keltie remembered was stalking Ashes Lincoln, hoping he would lead her
to the eldest Lincoln brother, Jared.

No, she remembered things after that. Suddenly, there'd been a sharp sweet smell in the
air. Then she'd started feeling woozy. She'd vaguely realized that the smell must be some
kind of drug. Then darkness. A lot of darkness. Then a guy, an incredibly attractive guy,
dressing her, telling her to go home and stay safe.

Ashes Lincoln?

She pulled up a memory of the picture of him that Rhetta had shown their team last
week. She hadn't realized just how gorgeous he was until she saw him in the flesh.

She'd fallen prey to...her prey.

No wonder Rhetta was mad. Keltie covered her face with her hands. "What happened to
me?"

"We're not sure. The doctors say there are no signs of any physical or sexual abuse.
Oscar is going to assess whether they've done anything spiritually. Do you remember
anything?"
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Keltie lowered her hands. "Not much."

"I need a full report of everything you do remember. You'll also report it as a crime to the
police. They will refer the case to our department. Then, we'll have the excuse we've been
waiting for to start a real investigation into the Lincolns." Rhetta looked at Oscar. "Get to
work. I don't have all day."

Oscar's eyes glazed over.

"Your knife?" Rhetta snapped.

Oscar rolled his eyes. "You guys don't trust me yet?"

"I'll never trust a practitioner," Rhetta replied.

Oscar sighed as he dug into the inside pocket of his jacket and removed a folding knife.
He clicked it open and then pushed up the sleeve of his right arm. "I will only assess you and
will not do anything detrimental," he said as his drew the blade down his forearm.

Keltie looked away as blood oozed from the incision. Apparently, practitioners couldn't
break a promise they made while drawing their own blood or something terrible would
happen to them. Keltie didn't believe in it. She was a Christian and she placed her security in
God's hands. Practitioners couldn't hurt her because of Him.

She struggled into a sitting position. Apart from the lethargy and wooziness, most likely
both effects of being drugged, she was in no physical pain. "Ashes Lincoln set me free."

Rhetta lifted a brow.

"I don't remember how I got captured. I was drugged, but I don't remember what
happened after that. I do remember Ashes telling me to go home."

Rhetta looked at Oscar. "Got anything yet?"

"I don't think they did anything to her. I sense nothing." He grunted. "She's a Christian
anyway. Maybe that's why they freed her."

Rhetta closed her laptop. "Since you're obviously fine, I'll head back. Eva will take your
statement and pick you up for our meeting at three. Please try to remember as much as you
can before then."

Keltie flopped back against the pillows. "Okay."

She watched Rhetta and Oscar walk out, and then sighed. If she'd been captured by
Ashes Lincoln, why had he set her free? And why had she been captured in the first place?

Oh, God, what happened to me? Did they...do anything to me?

A vivid image floated into her mind. Being carried onto an altar and tied to it. Keltie
frowned. The memory was like something from a nightmare. Had they used her in some kind
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of ritual?

They tried to sacrifice me?

The thought made her heart go limp in her chest. She'd undergone a lot of training as part
of her unit, and knew far more about rituals and the craft than she cared to know, being a
Christian. But it was necessary to do her job.

Immediately, she began to pray internally and thank God for whatever had happened to

cause Ashes Lincoln to release her. She could very well have been killed.
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Chapter 2

KELTIE FELT ABOUT AS big as an ant as she followed Eva into one of the small
conference rooms at the FBI's New York Office. She clutched her purse strap tightly,
wishing she could do anything else but attend this meeting. The rest of their team filled the
room, along with Tom Delaney, the FBI chief, and his assistant, Hank Wilkins. Hank worked
pretty closely with Rhetta and was her direct boss.

Keltie's heart thudded against her ribs as she took her seat between Eva and Troy. She'd
had a shower before leaving the hospital, but the hospital soap hadn't gotten rid of the sickly
sweet incense smell that lingered on her skin and in her hair. And she felt a little woozy,
although she'd lied that she felt fine so that she'd be released from the hospital.

"So, how did it go?" Hank asked, crossing his arms over his chest. He looked at Keltie.

Keltie opened her mouth. She paused. How did she explain what had happened without
coming across as grossly careless and inept?

"Horribly wrong," Rhetta said.

Keltie's heart shriveled. Was Rhetta just trying to hang her out to dry?

"For the sake of Tom, who doesn't know what we've been doing," Rhetta continued,
looking at Tom. "We've been trying to find Jared Lincoln. We believe he's been out of town
for a while, but a source told us that he would be meeting his brothers last night. Ashes
Lincoln, the second born, keeps his schedule up to date on his website, so we knew he would
be at Jam Studios for a photoshoot. I assigned Keltie to trail him. She ended up being
captured by him and was almost used as a sacrifice."

Nobody said a word, but Keltie could tell they were all shocked. Less at the fact that the
Lincoln brothers had almost sacrificed her, and more at the fact that someone with her
expertise had been captured in the first place. Her cheeks began to burn.

"How did you escape?" Hank asked after a few moments of stunned silence, during
which it was all Keltie could do not to squirm.

"Uh, Ashes Lincoln freed me."

Hank frowned.

Rhetta raised her brows.

"I have given Eva my full statement. My recollections are hazy, but I definitely
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remember him taking me down from the altar and dressing me. After that, there's a black
hole in my memories until sometime later when he left me on the steps in front of a church
and told me to go home and stay safe."

Tom frowned. "Why would he do that?"

Keltie made herself look at Tom. She generally liked to stay well off his radar but she
had, on occasion, imagined coming to his attention for some excellent piece of work.
Certainly not for getting herself captured by practitioners. "I don't know, sir. I do recall that
none of his brothers were around when he took me from the altar. Maybe they went to do
something and he decided to quickly free me."

"Or maybe it wasn't a ritual that required them to kill the sacrifice," Rhetta mused.

Keltie had considered that. Practitioners could read minds and do all kinds of things, so
maybe they'd wanted to read her mind. Maybe they'd, somehow, worked out that she was
from the Practitioner Crime Unit and had decided to read her mind and find out what was
going on. They would have discovered that she was a Christian and would have been unable
to read her. She hoped. Maybe that was why they'd released her. But why not just kill her?
Their father, Luke, had been a bloodthirsty psychopath with delusions of grandeur. Surely he
hadn't raised his sons to be anything less.

"Are you a Christian?" Tom asked, obviously thinking along the same lines. "Or are you
being protected by a practitioner?"

"I'm a Christian."

More silence ensued.

"I'm concerned," Rhetta said. "We don't know why she was captured, whether they were
able to gain access to her thoughts, or what they did to her. I've already had one of our
practitioner allies try to assess her. He could see nothing."

Keltie shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Tom was looking at her. She didn't dare look
back at him. He was probably thinking how unprofessional she was.

"How do you feel?" Hank asked her.

Keltie cleared her throat. "Fine."

"The medical report was fine, too?" he asked.

"Yes."

"No signs of any physical abuse," Rhetta added.

Hank nodded. "Good. I think it's just a waiting game then. We'll see what happens." He

smiled at Keltie. "Take the rest of the day off. Rest, and try to remember more. Put Rhetta on
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speed-dial just in case anything happens."

Keltie nodded. Hank was really nice. But he, too, must be thinking how unprofessional
she was.

Hank dismissed the meeting. Everyone stood and began to leave.

Rhetta looked at her. "My office."

Keltie swallowed. Dread filled her. She rose to her feet and headed towards the door.
Hank and Tom, who were just in front of her, stopped to let her walk out first.

Keltie forced a smile. "Thank you." She hurried to the bathroom to collect herself. She
didn't want to get to Rhetta's office before her. Why did Rhetta want to see her anyway?
Keltie considered the possible reasons. To tell her off for getting captured? To lecture her
about being more careful? Whatever Rhetta was going to say, Keltie knew she wouldn't
escape without being hauled over the coals, and that she'd feel about as useful as an umbrella
full of holes by the time she left the office. As if she didn't already feel crappy.

A few minutes later, she emerged from the bathroom stall. She avoided looking in the
mirror as she left. She'd looked, at the hospital, and hadn't liked what she'd seen.

She made her way to Rhetta's office on the fourth floor, feeling like she was going to
vomit all the way. She wasn't sure if it was because of whatever she'd been drugged with, or
trepidation about what Rhetta was going to say.

Rhetta's door was shut when she got there. Her door was always shut despite the new
open-door policy that Tom was trying to enforce. Keltie felt her nerves begin to rattle. Rhetta
just wasn't an open kind of person. Truth be told, she'd rather be hauled in by Tom or Hank
than by Rhetta.

She knocked twice, not looking through the window of the door.

"If that's Keltie, come in," Rhetta called from the other side. "If it's anyone else, go waste
someone else's time. I'm busy.

Keltie entered the room and shut the door behind her.

Rhetta turned away from her computer and gestured, with her pen, to the chair opposite
her.

Keltie sat, perching on a corner of the chair, unable to completely relax.

Rhetta sighed. "Things have been moving a lot more slowly than I envisioned."

Keltie nodded slowly. Rhetta had been complaining since the formation of the team that
there wasn't much practitioner crime to investigate in New York, and that the team was too

big for the work they were getting. Their unit had lots of satellite branches scattered
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throughout the nation. Rhetta had asked if any of them would like to go and work at one of
them. They'd all declined. Keltie wanted undercover work, and she wanted to monitor the
most dangerous of practitioners, most of which lived in New York. She wasn't interested in
day-to-day crime prevention and run-of-the-mill investigations, which is what the satellite
branches did. Dread began to fill her. She'd made herself an easy target for Rhetta.

"I've mentioned, in the past, that I would like some of you to relocate to one of our
satellite branches, or to go part-time until we have more work."

Keltie made herself look Rhetta in the eyes. "I don't want to relocate or go part-time."

Rhetta returned her gaze head on. "You're off the Lincoln case. I have assigned it to Troy.
You will go part-time from tomorrow."

Keltie was shocked. Could Rhetta force her to go part-time? That was a contractual
change. It wasn't allowed without her consent.

"I have spoken to HR. They'll send you a letter confirming this."

Keltie stared at Rhetta. She didn't put it past Rhetta to performance manage her out of the
job if she made a big deal out of this. Rhetta would just blow her capture last night out of
proportion and claim that Keltie was unsuitable for the job. Keltie clamped her mouth shut.
There was no use arguing.

"This is just a temporary change until we have more work. It's not contractual, so chill
out." Rhetta smoothed back her long dark hair. She usually wore it in a tight knot that made
her look severe, except for when she had meetings with Hank Wilkins and Tom Delaney.
Then, the knot came out and she let her hair down, showing off her exotic beauty. There
were rumors about how she'd used her feminine virtues to get to the top.

"However," Rhetta said slowly. "I am looking at downsizing."

Keltie frowned, understanding Rhetta's unspoken meaning. Any work she was given,
from now on, would be closely monitored. She would return to full-time hours only if she
proved her worth. If not, she'd be out.

Keltie decided she'd better say something. "I would still like to work on the Lincoln case

"It's our biggest case," Rhetta butted in. "I can't afford mistakes. They're dangerous,
powerful men. Your mistake was almost costly."

"I have made significant headway in my work on the Lincoln case, and although I was
captured, my cover hasn't been blown. They don't know that they captured an FBI agent who

is investigating them. Ashes doesn't know who I am. I can find a way to see him again—"
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"If he sees you again he'll become suspicious."

"I can try and build a relationship with him." Keltie didn't really like using such methods,
but whatever it took to keep the country safe was worth it. "I will be able to get more
information if I do that. My being captured presents me with a unique opportunity to 'seek
the knight in shining armor who saved my life'," Keltie said, crooking her fingers. "I have
done such things before and can easily gain his trust. Maybe he'll even invite me to the
Lincoln mansion and I can snoop around and get information on Jared—"

"Did you hear me say that they're powerful and dangerous? Don't you know that Calcy
Crawford, who befriended Jared last year, still can't go anywhere without bodyguards
because Jared is still angry at her betrayal. With your carelessness, they'll see through you in
no time." Rhetta flipped her hair back. Then, she grabbed a hairband from her table and
began to twist her hair into its usual severe knot. "It's too risky, Keltie. You were almost
sacrificed last night. I won't lie and say I particularly care about your skinny hide, but I can't
take that risk. Hank will have my head if anyone on my team dies so soon."

Keltie just stared at Rhetta. She said such mean things with a completely straight face
like it was no big deal. "I can do it, Rhetta. I can arrange to run into him and befriend him."

"If the Lincolns ever see you again, they'll get suspicious. You're off the case. Now, shut
up and stop arguing with me."

There were a million things Keltie wanted to say, but knew she never would; such as: 'l
thought this organization has a culture of not punishing genuine mistakes,' and 'l would like
to speak to Tom and HR about this." She wouldn't speak to Tom or HR because Rhetta would
just bide her time, and if Keltie ever made a mistake again, she'd be out.

"You'll receive all this in writing as soon as HR gets around to it," Rhetta told her. "Your
new hours are eight thirty to six, Monday to Wednesday. I don't want to see your scraggly
head around here Thursday to Sunday. Now, get out."

Keltie clenched her fists. This would mean a forty percent drop in her salary. Rhetta was
an absolute witch. She was only a few years older than Keltie. Keltie had thought having a
boss who was around her age would mean they would be friends and would get along well.
Obviously not.

Rhetta looked pointedly at her watch. "I have a meeting in ten minutes. I need to finish
preparing. If you need anything, just let me know. You have my cell phone number." Rhetta
smiled brightly.

Keltie couldn't bring herself to smile back. She stood and grabbed her purse. She allowed
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Rhetta's door to slam shut behind her. The people in the crowded office outside Rhetta's door
all looked up.

"Is everything okay?" Eva called from the bank of desks that the Practitioner Crime Unit
used.

Eva had been great, picking Keltie up from the hospital and arranging for her car to be
collected from where she'd left it by Jam Studios last night. Keltie should reply, but if she
spoke, she might cry. She marched towards the door.

"Keltie?"

Keltie heard footsteps behind her as she pushed through the doors and headed for the
elevators. Eva caught up as she was entering one.

"She's a total witch," Keltie muttered, jabbing the button for the basement.

"What did she say?" Eva asked. "Don't tell me you were in trouble for getting caught.
Anyone could have been caught if they were looking for a random sacrifice. We're all just
relieved you're still alive."

"She took me off the case and reduced my hours."

"Huh?"

"I'm part-time now. Three days a week."

Eva's mouth fell open. "Really? Wow! She really is a...witch."

The elevator doors opened at the basement. "See you on Monday," Keltie mumbled.

"But you've done so much work on the Lincoln case," Eva said following her out of the
elevator. "You've worked so hard to get every lead we have on them."

"Tell that to the witch."

"I can't believe it. Which case is she going to move you to?"

Keltie shrugged. There were a lot of other powerful practitioners that needed
investigating. She'd only been interested in two from the get-go: The Lincolns and Doltari.
Needless to say, Rhetta was investigating Doltari herself since Doltari was supposedly the
most powerful and most dangerous practitioner in America.

Keltie hoped she wouldn't be assigned to the Petty Practitioner Crime Department that
responded to reports of practitioners stealing, engaging in vandalism, or abusing drugs. The
most action that department ever got was chasing suspected practitioners who had failed to
declare their practitioner status and forcing them to complete the required paperwork. Talk
about boring. If Rhetta did that to her, she was practically demoting her. She'd moved on

from such banal duties seven years ago, during her first month with Homeland Security.
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She'd applied for a career development program and the rest was history. She was a specially
trained undercover agent and she wanted to do undercover work.

Eva was looking at her in pity, her deep blue eyes concerned. Her long blond hair
fluttered as they walked through the drafty basement. "Is it a temporary change in hours?"

"Yes."

"Oh, that's not too bad then."

"But she didn't say how long. In the meantime, I have bills to pay." Keltie headed
towards the secret entrance she used to access the FBI building. She still felt half-dead.
Whatever the Lincolns had drugged her with was completely incapacitating. The sooner she
got home and went to bed, the better.

"Well, maybe you can do more photography," Eva suggested. "That's your passion,
anyway."

"Yeah, I guess." She'd been doing photography gigs on evenings and weekends, and had
always dreamed of setting up her own business someday. But that someday wasn't now. She
had many career goals to fulfill first.

"Try to look on the bright side," Eva said. "You'll have an extra two days a week to work
on that business you keep saying you're going to set up."

Keltie grunted. She would %ave to do more photography work, whether she liked it or
not. She had a car payment and a hefty rent.

"Will you be able to drive?" Eva asked.

"Of course. I'm fine." Okay, she wasn't really fine. But she could drive.

"Your car is in the parking garage by that movie theater."

Great. That was two miles away. The thought of walking that far in this condition made
her want to just lie down on the cold, hard basement floor and sleep.

"I was going to throw away your clothes since they're torn," Eva told her. "But I didn't
want to make any assumptions. I left them in your car. Make sure to text me when you get
home to let me know you're okay. Let me know if you need anything."

Keltie hugged her friend. "Thanks, Eva."

She slipped out into the alleyway she used to access the building, and then entered a
coffee shop from the back entrance. She and her colleagues were always careful to use
different shops and alleyways. There were lots of secret passages to the FBI building so it
was easy to change up her route, which she did daily.

Despite her weakness, she forced herself into a power walk once she got out of the coffee
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shop on the other side. She made it to her car in twenty minutes.

Her red convertible was nestled between two big beastly cars: a Jeep and something that
looked like a monster truck. She knew Rhetta drove a Jeep so she spared the Jeep a scowl as
she got into her car.

Keltie closed her eyes for a moment, leaning her head against the steering wheel. It was
cool and soothing against her pounding temples.

She made herself sit up. Her torn clothing lay in a heap on the passenger's seat, along
with a black leather jacket.

Keltie frowned at the jacket. She picked it up. It smelled of the same sweet incense smell
that lingered around her, along with something else. Cologne? It was woodsy and undeniably
masculine. Definitely cologne.

A vague memory floated into her mind. Darkness. Then Ashes Lincoln dressing her. He
removed his jacket, draped it around her shoulders and stuffed her arms through the sleeves.

Keltie immediately tossed the jacket back onto the passenger's seat. It was his jacket. He
was a practitioner. She didn't want anything that belonged to a practitioner.

She told herself to calm down as her heart began to pound. She should take Ashes
Lincoln's jacket to Rhetta right now. She shook her head. What use would it be to them? It
wasn't like they were looking for clues about a murder or anything.

An idea hit her. Maybe they could use the jacket as an excuse to haul Ashes in along with
his brothers, and investigate them all. Rhetta could say that someone had reported being
kidnapped and had awakened wearing his jacket.

Yes, it would be a good excuse to harass their family a little, but would it get them any
closer to Jared? Maybe. Keltie was about to grab the jacket and get out of the car when
another thought hit her. Rhetta had taken her off the Lincoln case, but what if she continued
to investigate them anyway and proved her worth? They wanted to know Jared's movements,
and what he was planning. She could find out. She could find a way to get in touch with
Ashes. After all, there was no way he could know she worked with the FBI. If he did, he
wouldn't have left his jacket with her.

Another thought hit her. Juda Lincoln, a Christian ex-practitioner who was half-brother
to the Lincolns, had told them about how practitioners could remove their fingerprints and
every trace of their DNA from places they had been and from items. Ashes would have done
that to his jacket, so if the FBI managed to trace it to him he would wonder how and become

suspicious. They could always claim that some powerful practitioner had helped them trace
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it to him, but they would have to make sure that was a plausible explanation first.

She immediately dug into one of the jacket pockets. Empty. She tried the other. Her
fingers brushed something hard and cold. She pulled it out. It was some kind of remote
control. She frowned at it. It was odd. Buttons covered its surface. Instinctively, she knew it
wasn't just some normal device. 'Mundane' was the word practitioners would use. It wasn't
mundane. It was a craft device. They'd learned about craft devices during their training last
year when their unit was formed.

Keltie turned it over in her hands, wondering what it was used for. She should take it to
Rhetta immediately. She winced as she slipped it into her purse instead. Rhetta would only
take it from her, investigate it herself, and get all the glory.

The Lincoln case was Keltie's case. She was going to monitor the Lincolns and see if
they were up to any trouble. They hadn't kidnapped anyone in the past year. If it was
something they planned to make a habit of, they needed to be stopped. She was also going to
work out whether Jared Lincoln was up to anything that they should be worried about. And

she was going to find out what this remote control did.
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Chapter 3

THERE WAS NOTHING ASH hated more than unease. Calmness, relaxation, he liked
those feelings. Unease was horrible. It was worse than pain, in his opinion. Pain was
immediate and would ease up once you took care of the cause. But unease was constant and
nagging, and uncomfortable.

Actually, pain is horrible too, Ash told himself. Regina popped into his mind. He
promptly pushed her out, refusing to waste any brain energy thinking about her. Okay, pain
and unease are both horrible.

Ash frowned. Why am I thinking such ridiculous thoughts? He tried to focus on the
shoot director, who was giving him instructions about the mood he was hoping to capture in
this photoshoot. Ash didn't hear much, but certain words jumped out at him, such as 'triumph
of evil' and 'darkness conquers light.' He'd given Ash the SOT three-fingered salute when
Ash arrived, so Ash had known they would be on the same wavelength. The SOT had been
Luke's celebrity occult society. Many practitioners had adopted the three-fingered salute as a
sign of agreement with Luke's ideologies.

The rep from Vinci Couture hadn't given him the signal, but Ash had probed her. She
was a white robe.

The female model he would be posing with kept staring at him. Usually, Ash would stare
right back, since she was gorgeous and had the curvy hourglass figure he liked. But he
couldn't focus on anything today.

What's wrong with me?

His unease had begun yesterday. After the ritual. Ever since he'd talked to God. And
God had listened.

After dumping that girl outside a church, he'd gone home and tried to numb himself,
using the craft. That was what he did whenever he was in pain or didn't want to think about
something. It was a form of self-hypnosis. He hadn't wanted to think about God and wonder
why God had listened to him. The numbing hadn't worked.

I need to do a ritual, he told himself. That would put an end to all this discomfort. He
should probably also tell Jared about it. Jared would be annoyed with him for daring to talk

to God, but since he was a red robe now, he would know what to do.
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When the director finished giving his instructions, Ash moved onto the set. His makeup
people hurried after him, brushing his face, retouching the oil on his body.

A tickle ran across his forehead. Jared. Ash blocked him out. He was working, for crying
out loud. He tried to get himself into the zone. He was more than a model. He was a spiritual
leader. It was something he reminded himself each time he did a photoshoot. He had millions
of followers online who went crazy every time he uploaded a new picture. But they were
more than pictures. Every picture had a meaning.

Whether he was modeling a couture piece or posing nude for a fragrance, his pictures
always told a story, or included a symbol that showed where his allegiance was. The nation
had never been in such a state where Christianity and the occult were both so visible. Many
people leaned towards Christianity now. Ash's assignment was to gain followers for the
occult. Or at least sympathy for it. He was to make the occult appear cool, desirable, just by
being cool and making it known that his allegiance was with the occult.

Outright declaring that he was a practitioner, and indeed the son of Luke Lincoln, who
was shaping up to be history's most hated practitioner, would be counterproductive. Just
being a good model did the trick.

Jared probed him again. Once again, Ash refused him access. The other model looked
his way and then began to mince over to the set. Ash closed his eyes and began to meditate.
What story should he tell in this photoshoot?

Someone put on some music. The strains were distracting. Ash tried to block it out as a
series of images popped into his mind. That was how the spirits spoke to him, via images.

An image of an upside down cross and a—

A catchy violin riff interrupted his concentration.

But I knew it was only darkness.

Never mind the cameras and the press.

Never mind the flashing lights and clothes.

This is how the story goes.

Ash's eyes popped open. They were playing Crystal's music? He couldn't listen to
Crystal on a photoshoot. "Get that music off!" he ground out. "I sent you guys a playlist."

The shoot director frowned at one of his assistants. "Is this Ash's playlist?"

"I'll check." The assistant scurried away

Ash tried to block out the music and maintain his focus. He liked Crystal. She was a

great singer, and she was gorgeous. But her music didn't agree with him. It made him uneasy.
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Sell your soul and become helpless.

Sell your body and become a mess

Inside while millions call your name.

Cry behind closed doors, that's fame.

Ash groaned. Seriously? Why were they playing this? It was the song Crystal had
recorded to uncover the darker sides of the entertainment industry and expose the SOT, his
father's organization. The song stopped abruptly. Ash began to breathe easier.

Soon the soothing strains of Trixie Campbell's Midnight Lover filled the air. Ash
relaxed. Trixie Campbell had a great voice, and she was a practitioner, an occult artist. She
must have done some mega rituals before recording this song because Ash could feel the
power in it. Everything about it was dark. He'd thrown the full force of his weight behind
her, telling all his followers to buy the song when it released last week. It had made number
one in the charts.

There was a shift in the atmosphere as the song played. Ash began to meditate again.
Within five minutes, he knew what his agenda with this photoshoot was. He made his way
over to the director.

"Is everything to your satisfaction?" the director asked.

"Yes," Ash replied. "I like the triumph of evil theme. Just a few additions. I want a cross
and I want money on the floor all around us." He would have them place the cross upside
down behind them. The message would be clear. Worshipping Lucifer was the way to get
anything you wanted: wealth, fame, success.

The director didn't ask any questions. He just picked up his cell phone and began to bark
orders.

Ash probed the other model without looking at her. She wasn't a practitioner. She wasn't
a Christian either. He carefully looked into her thoughts. Her surface thoughts were about
how hot he was. If Ash was feeling his usual self, he would have been all over it. But, today,
he just wanted to do the shoot and then go sort out this horrible uncomfortable feeling he'd
had since last night. He hoped she was good and wouldn't need too much direction.

When the cross arrived, Ash oversaw its set-up. The other model looked a little weirded
out, but she said nothing.

"Make sure you capture it behind us in every picture," Ash told the cameraman. He went
to get his cell phone, forced a smile, and took a selfie. He uploaded it online and tapped out a

quick caption: Photoshoot for Vinci Couture today. Are you ready for some #AshMagic?
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His cell phone started buzzing immediately as thousands of his followers began to
comment; legions of girls who would imbibe anything he said and agree with anything he
did just because they liked his face and his abs. Occasionally, Christians trolled his website
or social media profiles and left negative comments on his pictures—he would definitely get
negative comments when the pictures from this photoshoot with the upside down cross came
out—but he never even had to respond. His followers always shut them down.

"Ash."

Ash spun around. Jared was standing behind him. From the look of terror on the other
model's face, Jared must just have appeared from thin air. A few other people on-set looked
freaked out too, but the shoot director and the Vinci Couture rep looked amused.

Jared glared at him. "I've been probing you."

"I'm busy." Most of their brothers wouldn't speak to Jared the way Ash did sometimes.
Jared had a fierce temper. Ever since Jared killed their moms, most of them didn't speak to
him unless they really had to.

Jared pulled him aside and lowered his voice. "I'm leaving. I have a meeting in Rome in
thirty minutes with the other red robes. I need that remote."

Ash frowned. "Didn't I give it to you?"

"No."

Ash paused.

Jared glared at him. "Don't do this to me, Ash. You told me yesterday that you had it."
Ash thought back to last night. He'd taken the remote from the safe where he usually
kept it locked. He took it with him to his photoshoot because Jared had told him to bring it to
the ritual, and he'd known he wouldn't have time to go home and get it before the ritual. "I
had it at the ritual," he told Jared. "You asked, and I felt it in my jacket pocket. Didn't you

take it then?"

Jared cursed, his eyes darkening with annoyance. "Do you remember giving it to me?"

Ash thought about it. God's presence showing up at their ritual had completely thrown
them all off. He froze. His jacket. The girl who was supposed to be the sacrifice. He'd given
her his jacket.

He knew his face must be betraying his thoughts because Jared began to curse again.
"Don't worry," Ash told him quickly. "I'll get it."

"I need it now."

"Uh..." Ash raked a hand through his hair. Hair that his stylist had just spent an hour
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teasing into the perfect messy style. "You might not be able to get it now. But I'll definitely
find it."

Jared's hands were at Ash's neck in an instant. Ash gasped for breath as Jared slammed
him against the wall. "My meeting is in thirty minutes!"

There was nothing Ash could do about that. "I'll find it. I promise."

Jared looked ready to explode. He slammed Ash against the wall again. Ash felt pain
explode all over his bare back. "Where is it?" Jared yelled.

"Have you forgotten that there are other people here?" Ash growled, trying to shrug free.

Jared tightened his hold on his neck. "I need that remote."

"You'll get it."

"By tomorrow morning?"

"You'll get it before then."

Jared released him with a shove. Ash felt his own temper flare. Jared wasn't much taller,
maybe half an inch, and he couldn't be much stronger. But Jared was stronger spiritually. He
would overpower him on that front.

Jared gave him one last venomous look, and then vanished.

Ash suddenly became aware of the silence on-set. He looked around. The female model
looked like she was about to pass out.

"Who was that?" the director asked.

"A friend," Ash replied. The public Ash, Ash Draycott, didn't have any siblings and
didn't know who his father was. But he was close to his mom who had raised him by herself.

"He didn't look all that friendly," the director said lightly. "Is he coming back, or can we
get to work?"

"Let's get to work."

As he took his position on the set, Ash thought about the girl they'd almost sacrificed
yesterday. He hadn't looked at her properly, but he'd held her and touched her as he'd dressed
her. He recalled how she felt in his arms, recalled the faint hint of perfume on her skin. Soon,
images of her flashed into his mind, and the picture filled out as though he'd seen her in
broad daylight rather than in the thick of the night. He'd easily be able to track her down and
retrieve the remote.

"Ash!" the photographer yelled.

Ash jumped.

"Your eyes look vacant. Give me some heat."
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Ash reluctantly pushed the girl and the remote out of his mind and focused on the
photoshoot. Tracking was his gift. After this photoshoot, he'd recreate that girl in his mind
and then return to the church where he'd left her. He'd catch her scent from there. He'd

follow it all over town until he found her. And then he'd get the remote back.

KELTIE DRAGGED HERSELF OUT of her car. Her head was beginning to pound
painfully. The sooner she collapsed onto her bed, the better. She grabbed her purse and Ashes
Lincoln's jacket, and then slammed the door shut.

She turned...and jumped. There was a man at her front door. He turned around and
Keltie's heart dived for her belly. Ashes Lincoln!

He flashed her a dazzling smile as he strode towards her. Keltie's stomach tied up in
knots. She hadn't realized he was so gorgeous! She gave herself a mental shake. Of course he
was gorgeous. He was a model.

He's also a practitioner, Keltie reminded herself. He was one of the most dangerous men
in the country. Maybe even the world. He and his brothers were on her unit's high priority
list. They were under constant monitoring and scrutiny.

Ashes stopped a step away from her. Keltie wasn't sure how to play this. She'd planned
to find him, but he had come to her. In an instant, she knew why. The remote. Unease
gripped her as she returned his gaze. Then she noticed his eyes. They were a warm light
brown that looked like...gold? Honey? Maple syrup? Why did his FBI file just say 'brown
eyes'? That description didn't do those eyes justice in the slightest.

Ashes raised his dark brows.

Keltie immediately stopped staring. What should she say? Should she act like she didn't
know who he was?

Ashes's smile was still in place. "Sorry, you must be wondering who I am and what I'm
doing here."

His voice was a deep rumble that made Keltie's pulse quicken in response. Okay, he's
cute, she told herself. Get over it already. She had to be careful here.

His gaze drifted to his jacket in her hands. "I came to..." He paused. His gaze returned
to her face. He studied her for a moment. "You're stunning."

Keltie lifted a brow. Stunning wasn't exactly what she'd call herself after a night of being
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hauled all over town by practitioners, bathing with hospital soap, and without a lick of
makeup on. Rhetta had called her hair scraggly for a reason. Without due attention her hair
ran wild. Ashes must just be trying to flatter her, soften her up so that she'd believe whatever
lies he told her about the odd remote. Too bad. She wasn't going to give it to him.

She shifted, feigning nerves. "Uh, thank you." She held out his jacket. "This is yours.
Isn't it?"

A slight flicker in the depths of those liquid brown eyes was all that gave away that
Ashes was taken aback.

He was good.

But she was better.

He reached out and took the jacket. "What do you remember?" he asked carefully,
digging a hand into one of the pockets.

"You." Keltie made sure not to watch his hands as he searched the other jacket pocket.
"Dressing me and giving me your jacket."

Something sparked in Ashes's eyes, just slightly, as he found the other jacket pocket
empty. He smiled at her.

Keltie smiled back, trying to ignore the thing in her belly that stirred to life in response
to that smile. He was good at covering his true emotions. But not as good as he should be in
order to fool an FBI agent. "You told me to go home and stay safe. Thank you for rescuing
me. One minute, | was walking down the street. The next minute, I was in some forest."

"What else do you remember?" Ashes asked carefully. "Have you been to the police?
You should report it. I was walking my dog when I found you."

Keltie decided it was best for her safety if Ashes thought she didn't remember much.
"Thank God for that. I've been to the police, but my recollections are very hazy. All I really
remember is my knight in shining armor." Forget the fact that she wasn't wearing makeup.
She could still flirt. She flashed what she hoped was a demure smile.

Ashes winked at her. "Flattering for me, but not very helpful for you."

"The police didn't find any trace of fingerprints on me. They suspect practitioners were
involved in whatever happened to me."

Another slight flicker in his eyes.

"The doctor says there's no sign that anything untoward happened to me. I'm just
grateful to be alive."

Ashes gave a low whistle. "I'd say!"
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Keltie played with her car keys, twisting them around her fingers. They made a jangling
sound. The only way to get through this conversation without Ashes suspecting anything was
to distract him by flirting. Subtly, of course. Coming on too strong would make it obvious
she was trying to distract him. But if she acted like a normal woman who just genuinely
liked the look of him, he might buy it. "So how did you find me, Mr...?" she trailed off for
him to tell her his name.

"You can call me, Ash."

"Short for Ashley?"

"Short for Ashes."

"Unusual. I like it."

"And you are?"

"Keltie."

He held out a hand.

Keltie hesitated a split second. She shouldn't be afraid to touch a practitioner. At the end
of the day, he'd touched her last night in order to dress her. Nothing strange had happened to
her as a result of his touch, she supposed. She smiled as she held out her hand.

His hand was almost twice the size of hers. He gave her hand a little squeeze that made
her breath hitch. She pursed her lips, feeling irritated at herself. The way she was reacting to
a simple handshake, anyone would think he'd given her a kiss.

"So how did you find my house?" she asked. She wanted to add, 'and why?' but she
figured one question at a time was best.

He removed something from his pocket and handed it to her. Her driver's license. "I
found this on the ground in the forest near where I found you. I meant to slip it into your
purse before leaving you. I forgot. I thought I should return it to you. Thought you might
need it."

Keltie knew her driver's license hadn't been on the ground in the forest. It had been in
her house. She'd left it at home yesterday along with anything else that had her name and
address on it. She never carried real ID when doing undercover work.

That meant he'd been inside her house.

She planted the most genuine smile she could manage on her face. "Thank you so much,
Ashes."

"Just Ash, please."

"I owe you." Keltie paused. She was proud of the tears that welled up in her eyes. "I
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don't know how to thank you for saving me."

"It was nothing."

"Can I just ask why you took me to a church instead of the hospital?"

"The church was closest. I didn't have a cell phone on me so I couldn't call an
ambulance." Ash looked at his jacket again. "Was there anything in either of the pockets of
my jacket?"

Keltie feigned blinking back tears. "I didn't check the pockets."

"I had a remote in one of the pockets."

"A remote? Your TV remote?"

Ash shook his head. "Nabh, this antique thing that has a lot of sentimental value to my
mom. [t was in my pocket."

"Really?"

Ash studied her for a moment. "I really need to find it. Can you tell me everywhere
you've been since last night so that I can try to find 1t?"

"I woke up in the hospital." Keltie considered not mentioning that she'd gone to the FBI
offices, but he'd tracked her down at her home. He could probably trace everywhere else
she'd been without her help. He was probably just double-checking that he hadn't missed
anything. "After speaking to the police, they recommended that I go to the FBI. So as soon
as I was cleared to leave the hospital, I went straight to the FBI to report what had happened
to me."

Ash looked at her car.

"Then I came home."

"Did you go to a police station?"

"No. I called them from the hospital."

Ash nodded. "I'm sorry, but do you mind if I check your car? My mom will so kill me if
I've lost it."

"Sure." Her heart began to pound as she unlocked the car and even helped him to search.
He got into the front, so she got into the back. What would she do if he asked to take a look
inside her purse? God, please don't let him ask.

Ash turned to look at her suddenly.

Keltie paused. "What?"

He shook his head. "Nothing."

Keltie considered it as he continued to search, pushing the chairs backwards and
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checking under them. Had it been her prayer that had disturbed him? Their unit had received
extensive training about practitioners. One of the things they'd learned was that they became
uncomfortable around Christians when they were praying.

"Nothing in the front," Ash said. "I'll come help you search the back."

The back seat wasn't huge, but it seemed even smaller when Ash ducked in and sprawled
out to look under the front seats. Cologne wafted from him. Something that smelled woodsy
and masculine.

Since he wasn't looking, Keltie allowed her gaze to wander. He must work out. A lot.
Some guys were naturally big and muscular, but not to Ash's extent. That kind of body was
the result of hard work. His black T-shirt did little to conceal it.

He's a model, Keltie told herself. I¢'s his job to look good.

Ash looked up, about to say something. He paused when he caught her gaze on him.

Keltie quickly dragged her eyes away. Embarrassment warmed her cheeks. Well, she
was playing the part of a woman with a crush on him, so it was good that he'd caught her
staring at him. She raked a hand through her hair. "Doesn't look like your mom's remote is
here."

"No, it doesn't."

"I hope you find it."

"Me, too."

As they both emerged from the car, Keltie noticed the agitation in his eyes. The hint of a
smile on his lips was an act. He was desperate to find that remote, and he was deeply
disturbed that he hadn't.

He looked at her over the top of the car as he shut the car door "Thanks for letting me
check. You take care of yourself, okay?"

He was about to leave. Keltie clutched her purse strap in an effort to appear slightly
nervous. "Yes, thanks. Uh...Ash?"

He raised his dark brows.

"You saved my life last night. I'd like to say thank you in a tangible way."

"It's fine."

"No, really. What are you doing tomorrow evening?"

"Not much."

Keltie licked her lips. She would never ask a guy out, especially not one as cute as Ash,

but she was playing a part, and that gave her the confidence she needed and took away her
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fear of being shot down. She moved around the car to stand in front of him. "There's this
new Greek restaurant on Madison Avenue?"

Ash looked down at her. It was pretty unnerving.

Keltie smiled. "Don't worry. I'll make sure I look better than I do right now."

Ash folded his arms across his chest. His biceps bulged. Keltie couldn't help looking.
"Will you wear red?" he asked.

Keltie dragged her gaze back to his face. "Red? Of course."

"Deal." He turned to leave.

"Give me your number."

He turned and gave her an amused look. She quickly tapped out his number as he recited
it. "Thanks," she told him when he finished. "I'll confirm the details with you within the next
hour."

Ash nodded once and then headed out of her driveway. She watched him until he
disappeared around the block.

Keltie heaved a sigh of relief. She had successfully flirted her way out of trouble.

**End of Sample**
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